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ABSTRACT 
 This dissertation presents a case study of analytical writing and identity 
development among diverse, ninth grade adolescents enrolled in an alternative high 
school preparatory academy. Within the larger school context, the study examines the 
case of the writing classroom—specifically, the four-month literary analysis unit—and 
the students’ writing development therein. First, I analyze the discourse of the writing 
classroom on developing interpretative statements about literature. Analysis shows that 
the teacher highlighted three aspects of literary reasoning to support five specific 
expectations for writing a literary interpretation. In particular, the teacher emphasized 
that students deepen their interpretative statements by analyzing literary techniques and 
themes. Second, I examine analytical essays to identify trends in student writing 
development over time. I show that students had to adopt a particular stance toward 
literary analysis in order to meet the teacher’s increasing calls to make deeper 
interpretative statements —a stance that posed tensions for some students. Third, I 
analyze the data of eight focal students to explore those tensions. I show that students 
adopted one of three stances toward the discourse and use three focal students to describe 
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those stances. Abraham ventriloquated through the discourse (i.e., he appropriated 
heuristics without full control over them) while Katarina passed on the discourse (i.e., she 
upheld personal observations of characters as points of connection to literary analysis), 
and Kianna made the discourse internally persuasive (i.e., she actively merged the 
discourse goals with her communicative goals). This dissertation further explores the 
cultural, historical, and social factors informing the students’ stances and reveals how the 
internalization of a new discourse is highly variable and deeply personal. These findings 
complicate contemporary understandings of writing development as either the refinement 
of cognitive processes or the layered interactions of writer, culture and context. It also 
demonstrates the utility of using both sociocognitive and identity lenses to study the ways 
diverse adolescents take up dominant discourses within particular classroom contexts. 
Finally, the study raises questions about what it means when teachers ask students to 
adapt to dominant discourses without also providing them the space to adapt the 
discourse to meet their communicative needs.  
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DEFINITIONS OF TERMS 
Analytical writing: writing that examines parts of a phenomenon in order to explain, 
interpret, or argue a larger point about that phenomenon. In this dissertation, the term has 
two definitions: (1) in the literature review, analytical writing is used as an umbrella term 
inclusive of expository writing (writing that explains a phenomenon), argumentative 
writing (writing that argues and supports a position on a topic), and literary analysis 
writing (writing that makes and supports an interpretation of a literary work); (2) in the 
study itself, following the word choice of the writing teacher, analytical writing is used 
specifically to refer to literary analysis writing.   
 
Authoritative concepts, connections, and understandings: ideas that have developed 
in response to society’s formalized organization of knowledge over time (Bakhtin, 1981; 
Vygotksy, 1986). 
  
Authoritative concepts of literary analysis: ideas that have developed in response to 
the activity of interpreting literature within the discipline of literary studies (i.e., plot 
structures, literary techniques, and propositions about human nature).  
 
Authoritative discourses: the formal, immutable languages associated with societal 
spheres of religion, education, politics, and morality (Bakhtin, 1981). In this dissertation, 
literary analysis is referred to as an authoritative discourse because it is a particular 
language associated with the discipline of literary studies.  
 
Authoritative stance toward literary analysis: position assumed in analytical essays 
whereby the writer calls upon authoritative concepts (i.e., literary techniques) and aspects 
of reasoning (i.e., thematic analysis and figurative reasoning) associated with the 
discipline of literary studies. For example, when writers assume an authoritative stance 
toward literary analysis, they write with a detached tone and from a third-person point of 
view to identify the particular literary techniques that are used by the author to 
communicate themes or meanings.  
 
Cognitive process: a thinking activity that takes place in the mind.  
 
Dialogicality: the transaction of meaning that resides between two utterances (Bakhtin, 
1981).  
 
discourse (with a lower-case d): language in use among people (Gee, 1996). 
 
Discourse (with a capital D): the particular actions, languages, and gestures that are 
performed or enacted by an individual (or group of individuals) in particular contexts. 
Discourses are guided by particular beliefs and value systems (Gee, 1996).  
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Diverse adolescents: students who come from a range of racial, cultural, and 
socioeconomic backgrounds. This dissertation aims to describe the experiences of a sub-
population of adolescents who are underserved by current educational contexts (as 
evidenced by writing achievement scores, high school graduation, and college 
matriculation rates). The literature labels this sub-population of students in various ways: 
low-income, minority students; culturally diverse students from low-socioeconomic 
households; and urban students, among others. Terms such as these are loaded with 
connotations and are incapable of capturing the complexity of a student’s background or 
identity. As a result, labels can have the effect of positioning students in inaccurate and 
unsupportive ways. The best I can do is choose a term that I deem to be the closest 
descriptor for the students whose writing experiences I attempt to describe and 
understand. As such, I have elected to describe the population of interest as “diverse 
adolescents” because the students I describe reflect a range of racial, cultural, and 
socioeconomic backgrounds.  
 
Everyday concepts, connections, or understandings: ideas rooted in one’s practical 
interaction with the world, often in familial or social contexts (Bakhtin, 1981; Vygotsky, 
1986).  
 
Everyday connections to literary analysis: ideas that connect to one’s practical and 
direct interaction with literary works (i.e., reader response). 
 
Everyday discourses: the informal languages, usually associated with familial and social 
spheres, through which one views and makes sense of one’s world (Bakhtin, 1981).  
 
Everyday stance toward literary analysis: position assumed in analytical essays that is 
characterized by the writer’s reliance on everyday connections to literature (i.e., personal 
insights about people and life experiences).  
 
Genre knowledge: awareness of the content and structure that constitute genres (or 
classifications of written expression). Genre knowledge includes the understanding that 
the content and structure of a genre arise out of particular contexts and in response to 
particular purposes (Halliday, 1994).  
 
Ideological becoming: one’s evolving perspective on how one views the world (Bakthin, 
1981).  
 
Ideological becoming as analytical writer: one’s evolving perspective on how one 
views analytical writing (i.e., the values, beliefs, and goals that inform the choices a 
writer makes in topic, language, and syntactic structures in an analytical essay).  
 
Internalization: the process by which an understanding shifts from existing between 
individuals through social interaction to existing within the mind of an individual (i.e., 
the “internal reconstruction of an external operation”; Vygotsky, 1978, p. 56).   
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Interpretive statements: Sentences (i.e., thesis statements and topic sentences) that 
make an argument about or interpretation of a literary work.  
 
Literary analysis: an authoritative discourse (or social language) that emphasizes 
making an interpretation of a literary work.  
 
Literary interpretations: arguments about or interpretations of a literary work. 
 
(Making) internally persuasive: the act of reconciling one’s everyday discourse with an 
authoritative discourse (Bakhtin, 1981). In the dissertation, writers make literary analysis 
internally persuasive when they actively merge their everyday stance toward literary 
analysis with an authoritative stance toward the discourse.   
 
Mediators: Tools and/or practices that serve as “conductor[s] of human influence on the 
object of activity” and facilitate the internalization of a new concept (Vygotsky, 1978, p. 
55). 
 
 Heuristics: thinking tools (i.e., sentence frames) intended to stimulate novices to 
 internalize the thought processes of experts.  
 
 Instructional Practices: techniques or methods (i.e., workshops) used by the 
 teacher to engage students in a particular task. 
 
 Writing Tools: organizational frameworks that attune novices to the specific 
 features of a discourse (i.e., outlines) or steps in the writing process.  
 
Sociocognitive theory: theory that posits that individuals’ learning arises from dialogic 
interactions; that is, first learning occurs between individuals and then is internalized 
within individuals (Vygotsky, 1981). 
 
Sociocultural theory: theory that posits the socially situated nature of learning and 
suggests that learning is the result of interactions with others and the social, historical, 
and cultural contexts in which those interactions occur (Bakhtin, 1981). 
 
Stance: position assumed by a writer to communicate a particular perspective within a 
discourse and characterized by the “level of formality, elements of style, and tone 
appropriate to audience and purpose” (DiPardo, Storms, & Selland, 2011). 
 
Utterance: a speech event (oral or written) belonging to a speaking subject and bound by 
a change in subjects. An utterance is expressed in response to or in anticipation of another 
speech event (Bakhtin, 1986).  
 
Ventriloquation: “the process whereby one voice speaks through another voice or voice 
type in a social language” (Wertsch, 1991, p. 59). During a writing event, it is the process 
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by which a student writer changes his voice so that it appears that the voice is coming 
from a dominant discourse (Bakhtin, 1981) 
 
Writing identity: one’s stance adopted toward a discourse, combined with one’s 
ideological becoming as a writer in that discourse. 
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION 
Problem Statement 
 
The literary analysis essay is one of the most commonly assigned writing tasks in 
secondary English classrooms (Applebee, 1993), and as such, functions as a gateway skill 
for students seeking access to postsecondary contexts. However, adolescents struggle to 
write compelling literary analysis essays (Lee & Spratley, 2010; Smith & Hillocks, 
1988), as the task requires writers to make claims about literary works; articulate those 
claims in brief, interpretive statements; and demonstrate reasoning for the ways text 
evidence supports claims. Research has demonstrated that the execution of these three 
skills requires a facility with abstract reasoning and dexterity with language that poses 
particular challenges for adolescents (Beck & Jeffrey, 2009; Hillocks, 2010; Sosa, Hall, 
Goldman, & Lee, 2016). Subsumed under the genre of argumentative writing, literary 
analysis similarly requires that students develop a position and marshal evidence to 
support that position (Fahnestock & Secor, 1991). Moreover, making interpretative 
statements about literature requires that novices negotiate their everyday connections to 
literary works within the disciplinary expectations of literary reasoning (Lee, 1995; 
1997). Recent research emphasizes the role student-centered literacy practices play in 
facilitating students’ meaningful acquisition of interpretative reasoning (i.e., Levine, 
2014; Rainey, 2017). Few studies, however, have aimed to describe adolescents’ 
experiences when learning to write the literary analysis essay. Given the cognitive and 
affective demands of the task, there is a clear need to better understand the experiences of 
adolescent writers learning to write the literary analysis essay.  
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There exists a robust evidentiary base for the positive effects of cognitive strategy 
instruction on the analytical writing of students at the secondary level. Rooted in Flower 
& Hayes’ (1981) and Vygotsky’s (1981) sociocognitive theory, cognitive strategy 
instruction aims to make makes the strategic thinking of experts visible to the novice 
writer through instructional practices (i.e., think alouds) and/or mediators (i.e., graphic 
organizers, mnemonics, cue cards). The tools assist novices to recruit the mental 
activities they need to perform a writing task until they are able to apply the thinking 
processes independently. When this happens, students have been shown to become more 
adept at independently writing high quality analytical essays (De La Paz & Graham, 
2002; Englert, Raphael, Anderson, Anthony, and Stevens, 1991; Olson & Land, 2007; 
Yeh, 1998).  As such, the sociocognitive lens has been shown to illuminate 
understandings for how adolescent writers internalize strategic processes associated with 
the completion of the analytical essay. 
However, the way these theories have been taken up in instructional approaches 
addresses little about the cultural, historical, and social factors involved in the writer’s 
acquisition of a dominant discourse like the literary analysis essay. Beyond the cognitive 
aspects, writing development involves interactions among writer, context, and culture 
(Barton, Hamilton, & Ivanic, 2000). This is true for all adolescents, but it is especially 
important for the increasingly diverse student population that characterizes contemporary 
school contexts. Culturally and linguistically diverse adolescents may possess rhetorical 
traditions different from dominant discourses sanctioned by school. Differences in 
discourse patterns can create tensions as student writers negotiate who they are with who 
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the discourse demands they become (e.g., Barton, 1991; Bomer, 2011; Heath, 1983; 
Street, 1984). During that negotiation, students make choices in writing based on the 
range of discourses available to them (Carbone & Orellana, 2010; Ivanic, 1998). Those 
choices are reflective of students’ efforts to align themselves with particular discourse 
communities (Ivanic, 1998). Completing formal, academic writing tasks, then, may not 
only be a negotiation of discourse patterns but of one’s identity, or sense of self. Beck 
(2009), for example, found that one student’s goal to write a personally meaningful 
literary analysis essay in a high-stakes classroom context came into conflict with her 
teacher’s requests for her to write in Standard written English. In addition to cognitive 
factors, social and cultural factors (e.g., home-school discourse divide) shape students’ 
stances and approaches toward completing analytical writing tasks (Ivanic, 1998). As 
such, understanding how students write the literary analysis essay is also about 
understanding the social identities of writers and the discourse communities with which 
students are choosing to align. Given the cultural and linguistic diversity of contemporary 
secondary school contexts and identity implications of writing in a new discourse, I argue 
that the sociocultural lens is needed to supplement sociocognitive framing of research on 
adolescents learning to write analytical essays. 
Indeed, writing researchers have used sociocultural lenses to document the 
experiences of diverse adolescents in educational contexts where students are learning to 
write in formal ways. Three main findings have emerged from this strand of research. 
First, tasks organized around authentic purposes for writing advance the development of 
student autonomy (Kinloch, 2010) and relatedness (Luttrell & Parker, 2001; Mahiri & 
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Sablo, 1996) to the formal discourse of school. Second, educational spaces inviting 
critical inquiry into the relationship between power and language promote students’ 
development of critical stances toward the discourse of power (Blackburn, 2003; Fecho, 
2000). Third, contexts that identify and value students’ rhetorical traditions and out-of 
school literate practices are likely to facilitate a sense of relatedness to the formal 
discourse community of school (Ball, 1992; Lee, 1993; Luttrell & Parker, 2001; Mahiri & 
Sablo, 1996). As such, the sociocultural frame has added utility for illuminating the 
cultural, historical, and social factors contributing to the experiences of diverse 
adolescents learning to write in discourses of power.   
In sum, two important implications emerge for researching instructional contexts 
aiming to improve the analytical writing quality of diverse adolescents. First, there is 
some utility in framing writing development through a sociocognitive lens, as the frame 
illuminates how students might internalize the strategic processes of expert writers 
important to writing analytical essays. Second, sociocultural theories have the potential to 
highlight the complex interactions between context, writer, and culture that are also 
important to the development of connectedness and agency among adolescent writers. 
Given that the literary analysis essay is such an important gateway skill for postsecondary 
access, and the cognitive and affective demands of the task are significant, I argue that it 
is important to use both sociocognitive and sociocultural lenses to capture the complexity 
of how students learn to write the essay—– with particular attention to the ways students 
interact with the specific goals of writing classrooms and school contexts. In pursuit of 
these goals, this dissertation set out to answer three main research questions:    
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• In an alternative high school preparatory context, what was the teacher’s 
discourse on literary analysis? What aspects of literary reasoning were 
emphasized to support this discourse? What instructional practices, tools, 
and texts were used to convey these points, and what mediators were 
employed to move students past moments of struggle?  
• How did students respond to the teacher’s discourse on literary analysis? 
How did they take up (or not take up) the discourse in their writing, and 
how did that shift over time?  
• What stances did students adopt toward the discourse on literary analysis? 
Overview of Dissertation  
 After reviewing the literature in chapter 2 and describing the methods in chapter 
3, the subsequent findings chapters are organized in the following way: classroom 
discourse (chapter 4), overall student writing development (chapter 5), and case studies of 
focal students (chapter 6). In chapter 4, I describe the teacher’s discourse on analytical 
writing to understand the official goals of the context in which students were learning to 
write. Then, in chapter 5, I examine the trends in students’ writing development over time 
and the ways students took up (or did not take up) the teacher’s discourse in their writing. 
Finally, in chapter 6, I provide additional insights into these claims about student writing 
development by examining the cases of three students. In particular, I discuss the cultural, 
historical, and social factors informing the different stances adopted by the students 
toward literary analysis. Ultimately, I argue that examining (1) the classroom context 
(chapter 4) and (2) student essays (chapter 5) is a necessary but insufficient step toward 
  
6
understanding the complexity of students’ writing and identity development in this 
context. Specifically, I argue that my analysis of the focal student data, including 
students’ interviews over time, contextualizes their writing development in ways that 
would not be possible through an analysis of the classroom context and student essays 
alone.  
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CHAPTER TWO: REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 
Adolescents and Academic Writing 
All adolescents experience challenge with academic achievement as they move 
from elementary to secondary classrooms, where greater disciplinary control and less 
teacher involvement contribute to declines in student motivation (Eccles, Lord, & 
Midgley, 1991). In English classrooms, students move from interacting predominantly 
with narratives in the elementary grades to analytical texts at the secondary level (Chall, 
Jacobs, &, Baldwin, 1990; Duke & Tower, 2004; Newkirk, 1989). As a result, 
adolescents can experience literate activity as more cognitively demanding (Fang, 2008; 
Shanahan & Shanahan, 2008) and less engaging (Wigfield, Eccles, Maclver, Reuman, & 
Midgley, 1991). Specifically, writing analytical texts (i.e., reports, persuasive essays) 
calls for students to follow less familiar text structures, employ academic language that is 
more distant from everyday discourse patterns, and recruit background knowledge of 
topics that may or may not be familiar (Duke, 2002; Duke & Tower, 2004; Shanahan & 
Shanahan, 2008). Moreover, in-school writing tasks can be so disconnected from the 
interests adolescents engage outside of school (Moje, Overby, Tysvaer, & Morris, 2008) 
that students are simply not motivated to marshal the persistence needed to complete such 
a cognitively challenging activity.  
Adolescent writers, therefore, need an instructional framework that honors both 
the cognitive and affective demands of the writing process. They require the knowledge, 
skills, and strategies to write analytical texts, as well as the motivational-engagement 
supports to sustain their investment and interest in the endeavor (Alvermann, 2002). 
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Furthermore, given the potential differences in discourses of diverse adolescents and the 
discourse of school (Heath, 1983), attending to those students’ varied rhetorical traditions 
may also be an important instructional element (Moje & Lewis, 2007). As such, this 
review considers research on writing instruction rooted in theories hailing from the 
sociocognitive and sociocultural traditions.  
Researchers working from writing process and sociocognitive theoretical 
perspectives have advocated for the use of cognitive strategy instruction to scaffold the 
writing of analytical essays. Cognitive strategy instruction encourages students to break 
down writing tasks into discrete steps (Graham & Harris, 2006). There exists a robust 
evidentiary base for the positive effects of cognitive strategy instruction on the analytical 
writing of normally-developing and learning disabled students at the secondary level 
(Graham & Perin, 2007). When adolescent writers are explicitly taught strategies to 
coordinate the multiple processes (planning, translating, and reviewing), they have been 
shown to become more adept at independently writing high quality essays (De La Paz & 
Graham, 2002; Englert et al., 1991; Yeh, 1998). For example, teachers may guide 
students to employ a heuristic, or guiding framework for planning, to support the 
inclusion of appropriate text features for the writing of an argumentative essay (e.g., 
claims, evidence, and warrants) (Yeh, 1998). Cognitive strategy instruction makes the 
implicit thinking of expert writers more explicit for novices, such that analytical writing 
tasks are made more manageable. While compelling, the findings from the cognitive 
strategy studies offer little evidence for if and how the recommended methods work in 
educational environments with large populations of diverse adolescents (Graham & 
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Perin, 2007). Chief among the critiques is that students among this population are being 
taught to write structured, grammatically sound essays outside of interesting, relevant 
contexts (Noguera, 2003), and while this may be yielding short-term increases on test 
scores (Teale & Gambrell, 2007), the development may not serve students well in post-
secondary and professional contexts.  
Given these calls for an expanded look at writing instruction, researchers working 
from a sociocultural orientation have argued that instructional contexts must pay more 
attention to adolescent writers, their interests, and cultures in order to improve their 
academic writing. While consideration for affect is important for all adolescent writers, it 
is particularly critical for those from diverse backgrounds. Many diverse students 
approach academic tasks having had less exposure to academic vocabulary (Wong 
Fillmore, 2009) and school-based discourse patterns (Barton, 1991; Bomer, 2011; Heath, 
1983; Mahiri, 2004; Moje, 2002; Street, 1984) than their economically privileged, white 
peers. Given the potential differences in discourse patterns, instructional practices that 
attend to the writing identities of diverse adolescents may also be important to the 
development of their academic writing skills (Moje & Lewis, 2007). For example, if an 
adolescent writer’s everyday discourse pattern does not align with the authoritative 
discourse patterns of public spheres (like school), the student may experience tension in 
the negotiation of the two (Gee, 2011). Completing school-based writing tasks to the 
teacher’s expectations may not only be a negotiation of discourse patterns and behaviors 
but of one’s identity, or sense of self. The strict encouragement to speak and write in 
Standard English, for example, may implicitly indicate to some students that the 
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linguistic differences they bring to the classroom are less valued. As a result, diverse 
students may experience feelings of marginalization because of these differences 
(Cazden, 2001; Delpit, 1986, 1988; Heath, 1983). Therefore, a writing program that 
promotes investment among diverse adolescents attends to the home-school discourse 
divide and its connections to students’ literate identities (Moje & Lewis, 2007).  
Investigations of diverse adolescents’ writing development in the context of their 
literate identities reflect a growing area of literacy research (Schultz & Fecho, 2000). A 
group of descriptive qualitative studies has identified the following components of 
classrooms that promote positive writing identities among this population: writing tasks 
organized around purposes relevant to students’ communities (Blackburn, 2003; Fecho, 
2000; Kinloch, 2010); invitations to critically inquire into the relationship between power 
and language (Blackburn, 2003; Fecho, 2000); and attempts made to identify and value 
students’ rhetorical traditions and out-of school literate practices (Ball, 1992; Lee, 1993; 
Luttrell & Parker, 2001; Mahiri & Sablo, 1996).  
In sum, this review is based on assumptions from the sociocognitive and 
sociocultural theoretical realms. The quality of diverse adolescents’ analytical text 
writing improves when writing curricula includes cognitive strategy instruction (or 
scaffolding students’ coordination of the multiple processes of writing). Additionally, the 
quality of writing improves when writing curricula more positively positions students 
toward analytical writing tasks through an emphasis on classroom context (e.g., authentic 
tasks, critical inquiry) and/or student identity (e.g., rhetorical traditions, out-of-school 
literate practices). In other words, this review argues that writing instruction for diverse 
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adolescents should attend to students’ use of cognitive writing strategies and the 
development of positive writing identities in order to promote sustained improvement and 
investment in the writing process. I describe several areas of research to address this 
argument. First, I review the theory and research on cognitive strategy instruction to 
provide evidence for the types of instruction that effectively develop adolescents’ writing 
knowledge, skills, and strategies. Second, I present the theory and research on 
instructional approaches that consider writing identities among diverse adolescents. 
Finally, I argue that literacy research on effective writing pedagogy for diverse 
adolescents should proceed with the understanding that the efficacy of cognitive strategy 
use hinges on the development of positive writing identities.  
Writing Development Tied to Cognitive Strategy Use Among Adolescents 
Research on cognitive-oriented instructional methods targeting writing skill 
development among secondary students is well documented (Graham & Perin, 2007). 
The Writing Next report (Graham & Perin, 2007), which amalgamated effect sizes for a 
number of experimental studies testing the efficacy of instructional writing methods on 
adolescent students, cites cognitive strategy instruction as the method with the strongest 
evidentiary base.  
Cognitive strategy instruction focuses on explicitly teaching the strategies, skills, 
and knowledge students need to write effectively (Graham & Harris, 2006). Research has 
demonstrated that students’ writing competence improves when they are taught strategies 
to coordinate the multiple processes of writing (e.g., returning to change the plan during 
the composing process); the skills needed to produce text (e.g., constructing complete 
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sentences); and the knowledge of specific genres (e.g., supplying reasons to support a 
claim in an argumentative essay).  
Theories Underpinning Cognitive Strategy Instruction 
Rooted in writing process and sociocognitive theories, cognitive strategy 
instruction attends both to the complex nature of writing (Flower & Hayes, 1981) and the 
dialogic nature of student learning (Vygotsky, 1978). 
Writing process theory. Writing is described by Flower and Hayes’ (1981) 
cognitive process model as complex, recursive, and individualized. The model is 
comprised of three main parts: the task environment, the cognitive processes engaged 
during writing, and the writer’s long-term memory; it sets out to describe the individual 
writer’s experience during a writing event. Contrary to models associated with stage 
theory (e.g., Rohman, 1965) whereby the writing process was conceived as proceeding in 
linear stages, Flower and Hayes argue the writer’s goal (rhetorical problem) determines 
how the writer proceeds through the writing process. The writing process encompasses 
three sub-processes: planning, translating (turning cues from the plan into sentences), and 
reviewing. As a writer’s representation of the writing task (or rhetorical problem) 
becomes more refined during the writing event, the monitor (or the writer’s decision-
making guide) shifts between translating, reviewing, and planning as needed. As such, a 
writer is tasked with the recursive coordination of multiple processes, often 
simultaneously (Chenoweth & Hayes, 2003). 
Hayes and Flower (1980) describe how expert and novice writers differentially 
negotiate this coordination. Novice writers tend to spend little time planning, 
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immediately proceeding to translation. Expert writers, on the other hand, plan extensively 
(Bereiter & Scardamalia, 1987) and return to their plan to consider audience and redefine 
their goals (Ferrari, Bouffard, & Rainville, 1998).  
It follows that cognitive-oriented instructional approaches have developed to 
improve an individual student’s efficient and skilled management of the writing process. 
By making the thinking of expert writers during processes like planning and reviewing 
known to novice writers, the approaches aim to improve the novice’s coordination of the 
multiple writing processes. Given the text demands of the analytical genre (the genre of 
focus in this review), a systematic procedure for executing a complex task becomes even 
more important. In this review, cognitive strategy instructional approaches are considered 
through the lens of writing process theory. Important to this literature is an understanding 
of both the individual student’s experience during a writing event and the individual’s 
interaction with the instructional program. Writing process theory (Flower & Hayes, 
19811) provides a framework for understanding the cognitive experience of an individual 
student writer.  
Sociocognitive theory. An individual’s cognitive processes develop through 
social interaction (Vygotsky, 1978). The development is maximized when the social 
interaction targets a student’s individual zone of proximal development (ZPD), or “the 
                                                        
1 Hayes (1996) made several revisions to the original cognitive process model. The newer 
model includes a social component that was added to the task environment, and 
motivation/affect was added to the description of an individual writer. Of importance to 
this review, however, is the version of the model called upon by the literature on 
cognitive strategy instruction. The version most widely used has been the original  
model—Flower and Hayes (1981)—and so, that is the model I elected to describe in 
detail in this section. 
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distance between the actual developmental level as determined by independent problem 
solving and the level of potential development as determined through problem solving 
under adult guidance or in collaboration with more capable peers” (Vygotsky, 1978, p. 
86). The social interaction, with either the teacher or knowledgeable students as experts, 
ushers the individual student’s performance to levels that surpass what the student can 
achieve independently. Vygotsky (1981) argues that the student’s cognitive 
understanding first exists on the “social plane” and over time becomes internalized on the 
“psychological plane” (p. 163). In other words, the understanding that first exists between 
participants eventually develops within the individual student.  
This partnership, later termed cognitive apprenticeship (John-Steiner, 1985), 
involves the knowledgeable other “[providing] the beginner with insights into both the 
overt activities of human productivity and into the more hidden inner processes of 
thought” (p. 200). As applied to this review, sociocognitive (or apprenticeship) theory 
informs instructional approaches aiming to shape students’ metacognitive awareness and 
use of strategies during the writing process. 
While writing process theory (Flower & Hayes, 1981) describes the cognitive 
processes engaged by the individual writer, apprenticeship theory (John-Steiner, 1985) 
explains how those processes, working in concert with an instructional program, may be 
adapted and extended to improve the writer’s achievement.  
Research Literature on Cognitive Strategy Instruction 
The content and delivery of cognitive strategy instructional programs have 
assumed different forms. As previously mentioned, the content involves imparting the 
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strategies, skills, and knowledge needed to engage a writing task. The instructional 
mechanisms through which the content is delivered is typically characterized by either 
sociocognitive apprenticeships (e.g., Baker, Gersten, & Graham, 2003; Daniels, 2001; 
Wells, 1999), procedural facilitators (e.g., Graham & Harris, 1989; Bereiter & 
Scardamalia, 1987), or a combination of the two. Sociocognitive apprenticeships are the 
expert-novice partnerships whereby experts share their strategic thinking behind the 
execution of writing processes. Gradually, the expert turns the thinking over to the 
beginner until it is internalized. Procedural facilitators—tools like graphic organizers, 
heuristics, cue cards, and revision checklists—are used to reduce the cognitive load of 
difficult writing tasks. Similar to the “expert” in sociocognitive apprenticeships, 
procedural facilitators are employed to elicit mental activities beginners would not be 
able to recruit themselves, enabling the student to complete the task independently. Over 
time, the procedural facilitator is phased out, as the student internalizes the thinking that 
the tool has up to that point facilitated to complete the task.  
Graham and Harris (2006) conducted a meta-analysis of various cognitive 
strategy instructional approaches demonstrating large effects for secondary students’ 
writing performance. Six studies included in their analysis meet the parameters aligned to 
the purpose of the review: they primarily investigate normally-developing secondary 
students (grades 5 through 12), though some studies include populations of students from 
a combination of grade levels (e.g., grades 4 and 5) and achievement backgrounds (e.g., 
learning-disabled, low-achieving). The selected studies explore the effects of cognitive 
strategy instruction on the subjects’ completion of a multi-paragraph expository writing 
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task. (Not included in the following discussion are studies with younger students, and 
those investigating paragraph or narrative writing.)  
The studies of Englert et al. (1991) and Wong, Butler, Ficzere, & Kuperis (1996) 
explore the efficacy of teacher-student and student-student instructional dialogues while 
those of De La Paz and Graham (2002), De La Paz (2005), and Bryson and Scardamalia 
(1996) investigate the effectiveness of sociocognitive apprenticeships and procedural 
facilitators in their instructional models of Self-Regulated Strategy Development (SRSD) 
and Situated Strategies for Reflective Inquiry (SRI), respectively. Finally, Yeh’s (1998a) 
study considers the importance of an instructional approach emphasizing genre 
knowledge. His study, unlike the others, specifically examines the effects of cognitive 
strategy instruction on students in urban classrooms.  
Instructional dialogues. In their seminal study, Englert et al. (1991) investigated 
the effect of the instructional model Cognitive Strategy Instruction in Writing (CSIW) on 
the metacognitive awareness and expository writing quality of students in grades 4 and 5. 
Characterized by teacher-student dialogues, procedural facilitators, and participation in a 
literacy community, the instructional model aims to sharpen students’ inner problem-
solving dialogue shown to be so important to the strategic coordination of writing 
processes (e.g., Daiute, 1985; Dyson, 1987).  
One hundred and eighty-three learning-disabled and normally-developing 
students were assigned to either the CSIW treatment classrooms or the control 
classrooms, in which students engaged in a district-wide process-writing program. Over 
the course of the six-month CSIW intervention, teachers of treatment groups led students 
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through four phases of instruction: 1. They introduced students to the purposes and 
formats of two text structures, explanation and compare/contrast; 2. They modeled the 
composing strategies through think-alouds and introduced think sheets to facilitate 
planning; 3. They collaboratively constructed an essay with students using the text 
structures just modeled; and 4. Students wrote an individual essay following the learned 
text structure. Results indicated that students in the treatment classrooms outperformed 
those in the control classrooms on a number of measures: (a) better overall writing 
quality on a post-treatment essay; (b) better overall writing quality on a near-transfer 
essay; and (c) higher levels of audience awareness on a reader sensitivity scale. The 
authors conclude that the integration of explicit strategy instruction within a collaborative 
literate community contributed to the sizable effects of the CSIW intervention.  
Through a slightly different approach, Wong et al. (1996) employed an 
apprenticeship instructional model whereby interactive planning and revision strategies 
needed to write opinion essays were practiced through peer-peer dialogues. Thirty-eight 
low-achieving and learning-disabled students in grades 8 and 9 were involved in a six-
week intervention, in which students first received explicit teaching and modeling of 
strategies and then were directed to practice the thinking with an assigned peer. After the 
six-week intervention, students demonstrated statistically significant gains in essay clarity 
and cogency (or degree of persuasiveness) between their pre- and post-tests.  
Teacher-student and student-student dialogues provide one effective instructional 
approach through which secondary students acquire the composing strategies of expert 
writers (Englert et al., 1991; Wong et al., 1996). 
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Self-regulated strategy development (SRSD). A similar approach, self-
regulated strategy development (SRSD; Harris & Graham, 1996), is characterized by the 
teacher introducing strategies to students, modeling them, and guiding the student to 
employ them independently. The distinguishing component of this approach is the 
attention to students’ individual self-regulation in applying the writing strategies. For 
example, not only do teachers model the strategies, they prompt students to memorize the 
steps of the strategy such that students are able to independently recruit the steps outside 
of the immediate instructional context. In one quasi-experimental study, De La Paz and 
Graham (2002) investigated the effects of an explicit planning strategy on suburban 
middle school students. Fifty-eight seventh- and eighth-grade students were assigned to 
one of two conditions: a treatment group where students were introduced to the PLAN 
and WRITE strategy and a control group where students were taught a traditional 
webbing method to plan. The PLAN and WRITE strategy, a mnemonic procedural 
facilitator reminding students to perform actions like “Pay attention to the prompt” and 
“Work from your plan to develop your thesis statement,” followed a six-stage, gradual 
release instructional model characteristic of SRSD.  
After receiving six weeks of instruction by the school’s regular teachers, students 
in the treatment group produced persuasive essays that were longer, contained more 
advanced vocabulary, and received higher scores on a holistic quality scale than those in 
the control group. The authors posit that the emphasis on explicitly teaching a planning 
strategy was largely responsible for the effects. They note that while both groups 
demonstrated increases in the amount of planning after the study period, students in the 
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treatment group produced plans that were more “complete, elaborate, and hierarchical” 
(p. 696) than those in the control group, which were mostly comprised of lists of ideas. 
The study, along with Bryson and Scardamalia’s (1996), support instructional approaches 
that teach explicit, self-regulatory strategies through sociocognitive apprenticeships and 
procedural facilitators.  
In another study, De La Paz (2005) investigated the efficacy of the Self-
Regulated-Strategy-Development model (SRSD; Harris & Graham, 1996) on eighth 
grade students’ writing of argumentative essays. This study was distinct in that students 
were at a variety of achievement levels (learning disabled, normally developing, and low-
achieving), and the instruction was delivered through an interdisciplinary social studies 
and language arts unit. Over the course of the five-week unit, the treatment group 
received instruction (based on the SRSD model) on both historical reasoning and 
planning strategies for writing argumentative essays. Students in the control group 
participated in discussions about the social studies textbook and composed journal entries 
on various topics, but they did not receive instruction in either of the historical reasoning 
or planning strategies. After comparing pre- and post-treatment essays, results indicated 
that students demonstrating mastery of taught strategies in the treatment group wrote 
longer, more compelling persuasive essays.  
Notably, 12 students were not included in the study’s results because they did not 
take on strategy use as part of their writing practice. The author cited difficulties with 
work-completion problems as a possible hindrance for these students and posits, “it is 
possible that lack of motivation or some other affective issues generally interfered with 
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their learning” (De La Paz, 2005, p. 152).  
In sum, sociocognitive apprenticeships and procedural facilitators effectively 
usher secondary students through the gradual acquisition of writing strategies, improving 
their metacognitive awareness and essay quality (De La Paz & Graham, 2002; De La Paz, 
2005). However, as De La Paz suggests, these approaches to writing instruction often do 
not take into account individual affective factors such as motivation to write (Bruning & 
Horn, 2000) and goal orientation (Pajares, Britner, & Valiante, 2000) that can affect a 
students’ positioning towards a writing task and ultimately impact their uptake of 
strategies.  
Knowledge of genre elements. Yeh (1998a) examined an instructional approach 
similar to SRSD that employed a planning heuristic but had an added emphasis on 
teaching the elements of argumentative writing through debate and discussion. The 
nonequivalent comparison group study investigated the effectiveness of the intervention 
on students from two urban middle schools, a population different from the studies cited 
previously. The 116 students in both the treatment and control groups were led through a 
sequence of instructional activities: 1. Classes read one pro- and one con-article on 
controversial topics issues (e.g., school uniforms and animal rights); 2. The teachers 
facilitated a debate among students about the issues; and 3. Students were guided through 
the writing process (pre-writing, drafting, revising) to craft five-paragraph argumentative 
essays responding to a given prompt. The debate topics were selected by the researcher 
for their ability to incite discussion on two sides. Furthermore, the given prompts for 
writing tasks provided students with a context within which to write (e.g., write to the 
  
21
school principal about the dress code policy). Distinguishing the treatment from the 
control group was the use of two planning heuristics based on Toulmin’s (1958) model of 
argument. The heuristics emphasized the assertion of a claim, supported by reasons 
through warrants. Students in the treatment condition, through the support of the 
heuristic, were specifically taught ways to explain why their reasons supported their 
claims.  
The students’ pre- and post-argumentative essays were compared for gains after 
the six-week intervention. The rubric used to score the essays had previously been 
validated (Yeh, 1998b) to assess argumentative writing and included the dimensions of 
development, voice, and conventions. Voice was incorporated as an important measure, 
explained the author, because it reflected the importance in argumentative writing to 
“establish the writer’s credibility and arouse the reader’s emotions” (p. 58).  
After six weeks of instruction, results demonstrated that students in the treatment 
group made statistically significant gains in development and voice in their essays with 
effect sizes of .64 and .48, respectively. No significant gains in either group were made in 
writing conventions. Qualitative analyses of student essays in the treatment group 
revealed that the heuristics were applied flexibly, indicating that students “learned 
principles rather than rote procedures” (p. 78). It is important to note that the gains made 
by cultural minority students in the treatment group were significantly higher than gain 
scores for white students in the treatment group. Yeh (1998a) argued that this finding 
supports claims made by Delpit (1995) that explicit instruction in the elements of formal 
writing genres may be particularly important for the writing development of cultural 
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minority students, as they may possess discourse patterns and social practices different 
from the dominant culture.  
The results of the study show that cognitive strategy instruction, focusing on 
heuristics as a tool for prewriting, reveal potential for improving the quality of diverse 
adolescents’ writing. The author emphasizes that the findings should be considered in 
light of both the explicit teaching of the heuristic and an instructional context 
characterized by talking about and participating in argumentation.  
Conclusions From Research Literature on Cognitive Strategy Instruction 
Taken together, these studies demonstrate that for secondary students learning to 
write multi-paragraph expository essays, cognitive strategy instructional approaches have 
been shown to yield significant gains in writing quality (e.g., De La Paz & Graham, 
2002). By attending to both the process nature of writing (Flower & Hayes, 1981) and the 
ways in which novices learn from experts (Vygotsky, 1978), cognitive strategy 
instructional approaches guide students to break down writing tasks into manageable 
steps through a gradual release model. This, in turn, theoretically eases the constraints of 
working memory and allows students to devote careful attention to processes like 
planning and revising. This strategic attention to the writing process becomes particularly 
important for the completion of analytical writing tasks, which can require additional, 
cognitively demanding steps like tying evidence back to a claim. In sum, adolescents who 
are taught to utilize writing strategies have been shown to make significant gains in 
analytical essay quality.  
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However compelling, the studies are limited by their experimental designs, from 
which little can be gleaned about the important affective interactions occurring between 
students and the instructional contexts. Other issues like topic interest (Hidi & Boscolo, 
2006), motivation (Bruning & Horn, 2000), and goal orientation (Pajares et al., 2000) 
also play a role in students’ development as writers. Recall that De La Paz’s (2005) study 
excluded 12 students from the results because those subjects did not incorporate the 
strategy instruction into their writing practice. While the author speculates it was due to 
possible lacking motivation, she was unable to support this claim with data. The study 
design did not include observations of or interviews with students. Given that strategy use 
among adolescent readers has been shown to be dependent on other factors (e.g., readers’ 
self-perceptions and learning goals; Hall, 2006), it follows that the same holds true for 
adolescent writers.  
Moreover, the findings from the studies above offer little evidence for if and how 
the recommended methods work in educational environments serving diverse 
populations. In fact, researchers have speculated there is an over-emphasis on explicit 
instruction to diverse students in urban classrooms (Gutierrez, 1992; Needels & Knapp, 
1994). Particularly, it has been noted that teachers are teaching prescriptive forms and 
conventions outside of meaningful, engaging contexts (Noguera, 2003), and while this 
may be yielding short-term increases on test scores (Teale & Gambrell, 2007), the 
instruction may not demonstrate sustained writing achievement gains among this 
population.  
The exception, Yeh’s (1998a) study, demonstrates that the explicit teaching of a 
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planning heuristic within a larger unit on argumentation holds promise for improving the 
analytical writing of diverse adolescent writers. Unlike the other cognitive-oriented 
studies, Yeh’s investigation included writing tasks with authentic contexts within which 
students were to employ the planning heuristic. That is, students used their planning tool 
to draft a written argument directed to an imagined audience (e.g., write a letter about 
uniform policy to the principal). Yeh argues that learning to employ a writing strategy in 
such a context facilitates flexible application of the taught writing strategies. He states, 
“even if patterns exist in argumentation, variations in contexts and audiences give rise to 
the need for flexibility and adaptiveness” (p. 53). When combined with an authentic 
(albeit invented) context and audience, the instruction of the heuristic reinforces for 
students that it should be applied flexibly according to the demands of the writing 
situation.  
Having students write for real audiences is an instructional tool supported by 
research at the elementary level (Purcell-Gates, Duke, & Martineau, 2007). That research 
foundation, as well as the findings from Yeh’s investigation, point to the role that 
immersive study of genre features and nature of task may play in the writing development 
of diverse adolescents.  
Researchers posit that writing to a real audience for a relevant communicative 
purpose may give students the chance to identify as writers in ways not engendered by 
typical writing assignments. Typically, these calls focus on the nature of writing tasks, 
but the role of a classroom writing community may be equally as important. That is, 
when students write in a community that acts as an authentic audience, organized around 
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common writing practices and shared expectations, the experience has the potential to not 
only impact students’ writing development but also reinforce their membership in a 
particular writing community (Atwell, 1998; Calkins, 1986; Magnifico, 2010). Brokering 
membership into that community may motivate students with diverse linguistic 
backgrounds to take up the rhetorical conventions of an academic genre that is unfamiliar 
to them and ultimately facilitate their willingness to identify as academic writers 
(Magnifico, 2010). 
It follows that these instructional components should be considered in writing 
research alongside cognitive-oriented approaches in order to promote sustained writing 
achievement gains among diverse adolescents. Furthermore, I propose that study designs 
in this area should account not only for quantitative gains in students’ writing 
development but for qualitative shifts in students’ identities as writers. In the next 
section, I discuss the theory and research that considers writing identity development 
among diverse adolescents, which is an important component of writing development 
often missing from the literature on cognitive strategy use. 
Writing Development Tied to Writing Identities of Diverse Adolescents 
Cognitive strategy use has been shown to improve students’ analytical writing 
quality in the short-term, but it may be just one component of students’ learning profiles 
that will sustain their writing development. Beyond the cognitive aspects, writing 
development involves interactions among writer, context, and culture (Barton et al., 
2000). Social and cultural factors (e.g., home-school discourse divide) shape students’ 
stances and approaches toward completing analytical writing tasks (Ivanic, 1998). One 
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construct that aims to capture the complexity of these interactions is writing identity, or 
ideological becoming as writers (Bakhtin, 1981). Students’ writing identities include the 
language in which they communicate their ideas, the ideas themselves, and the purpose 
that drives their efforts, among other elements. Writers’ identities are influenced by the 
values, beliefs, and goals cultivated by their past and present writing histories and 
contexts (Bakhtin, 1981; Gee, 1996). An instructional context, therefore, may contribute 
to how students identify as writers. Designing classes where adolescents identify 
positively with analytical writing tasks poses challenges for secondary teachers because 
of reasons cited earlier (i.e., challenge and inaccessibility of the writing tasks). For the 
population of diverse adolescents, there can be even more distance between some 
students’ prior home experiences and academic writing tasks. Lack of exposure to word 
volume and quality (Hart & Risley, 1995; Hirsh-Pasek & Golinkoff, 2012), discourse 
differences (Heath, 1983), less access to academic language (Wong Fillmore, 2009)—all 
can contribute to the divide between students’ primary discourse and the discourse of 
academic writing. Given the theories that particular, emotional connections form in 
response to one’s primary discourse, it is possible that demanding a student to speak or 
write in a discourse different from his/her own may engender feelings of discomfort or 
tension (Fairclough, 1989; Gee, 1996; Ivanic, 1998). Completing formal, academic 
writing tasks, then, may not only be a negotiation of discourse patterns but of one’s 
identity, or sense of self. That is why writing identity, alongside cognitive processes, 
should be included in an understanding of diverse writers in secondary classrooms.  
I have focused my review, in the following section, on research that considers 
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writing identity an important element of writing development among diverse adolescents. 
Before I review the research literature, I first describe the theoretical frameworks that 
inform my understanding of writing identity and the ways in which contexts may serve to 
develop those identities.  
Theory Underpinning Writing Identity 
Research on the ties between writing development and writing identity is 
grounded in literacy perspectives acknowledging writing as a social practice. That is, the 
forces that influence one’s writing development go beyond the processes in one’s mind; 
they involve an interaction among writer, context, and culture. Consistent with this 
viewpoint, it has been theorized that writing is a site for identity construction, and writing 
identities may shift in response to a writer’s particular belief systems, values, and 
expectations (Gee, 1996, 2000, 2001, 2011). First, I turn to Bakhtin’s (1981) theory of 
language and Gee’s sociocultural theory of Discourse (1996, 2001, 2011) to explain 
broadly what constitutes identity (or identities) and how context may serve to reposition 
identity (or identities). Then, I discuss how Discourse theory informs the understanding 
of writing identity (or identities) and the ways in which context interacts with and shapes 
writing identity, particularly for a population of diverse adolescents.  
Gee’s (1996, 2001, 2011) Discourse theory outlines the connections between 
identity and context. Gee (2000) defines identity as “the ‘kind of person’ one is 
recognized as ‘being’ at a given time and place” (p. 1). Counter to essentialist views 
whereby identity is deemed innate, unified, and static (e.g., Erikson, 1950), Gee’s 
framework characterizes identity as socially constructed, varied, and dynamic. That 
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construction of identity (or identities) is built from interactions with others, shifting in 
response to context (e.g., home, school, work). The sense of self one projects (or is 
recognized as being) at home, for example, may differ from the identity one enacts at 
school or work. Gee (1990) further contends that one’s identities manifest through 
Discourses, various combinations of a person’s “saying(writing)-doing-being-valuing-
believing” (p. 142). These Discourses develop in response to an individual’s cultural 
models, or “simplified framework[s] used to understand the complexities of the world” 
(p. 99).  
Appropriating Gee’s (2000) above characterization of identity, writing identity is 
“the ‘kind of [writer]’ one is recognized as ‘being’ at a given time and place” (p. 1). For 
example, a student may consider himself/herself a writer out-of-school (a make-believe 
story writer, for example), but within school, h/she is not recognized as a writer because 
his/her home-based writing endeavors may not be viewed as having academic value (Hull 
& Schultz, 2002; Moje, 2000). Gee contends that identity does not exist unless one is 
recognized by others as a certain kind of person. That acknowledgement, however, does 
not preclude individual agency. Writers make choices to “align themselves with socio-
culturally shaped possibilities for self-hood, playing their part in reproducing or 
challenging dominant practices and discourses, and the values, beliefs and interests which 
they embody” (Ivanic, 1998, p. 32). The ways in which others recognize and respond to 
the choices of a writer contribute to his/her writing identity. As such, individual agency, 
alongside the inherently social nature of identity, must be taken into account to 
understand the formation of one’s writing identity. 
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This review also drew from Bakhtin’s (1981) notion of ideological becoming. All 
individuals experience an evolving perspective on how they view the world when one’s 
everyday discourse, or the thoughts one thinks to oneself, comes into contact with 
authoritative discourses, or formal discourses (i.e., literary analysis). It is in the 
negotiation between the two that one’s previous assumptions, values, and beliefs about 
the world are challenged.  
As one outcome, one may ventriloquate, or speak through the authoritative 
discourse such that the “language is half someone else’s” and “becomes ‘one’s own’ only 
when the speaker populates it with his own intention” (Bakhtin, 1981, p. 293). As another 
outcome, one may contest or resist taking up particular features of the authoritative 
discourse. The notion of ideological becoming assumes that students are agents of their 
own learning, and they partly drive how this negotiation happens (Freedman & Ball, 
2004). As such, this review defines a writer’s identity as the stance one adopts toward a 
discourse, combined with one’s ideological becoming as a writer in that discourse. 
Accordingly, Bakhtin’s (1981) theory of language and Gee’s Discourse theory 
(Gee, 1996, 2000, 2001, 2011) acknowledge the writing identities that get recognized (or 
taken up) in a classroom are particular to the Discourse(s) and cultural model(s) for 
writing of that classroom (e.g., Gutierrez, 1992). This has far-reaching implications for 
all adolescents who experience a disconnect between home and school writing activities, 
but it is particularly significant for diverse students in secondary classrooms who may 
possess non-mainstream discourse patterns.  
There are a number of ways teachers may recognize certain literate behaviors in 
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their students and therefore validate (or invalidate) their identities as writers. In contexts 
where students’ rhetorical traditions are ignored, students may resist and/or take up an 
alternative position to what is being offered to retain their sense of self. Alternatively, 
contexts that identify and value students’ rhetorical traditions—as one of a wide range of 
discursive practices—empower students to “strategically enact an identity of their 
choosing” (Moje & Lewis, 2007, p. 9). According to Gee’s Discourse theory, once 
students decide to enact an identity (e.g., a scholarly writer), they are more likely to 
uptake the discourse patterns aligned with that identity (e.g., superficial grammatical 
features, expository text structures) (Delpit, 1992; Moje & Lewis, 2007).  
As such, this review considers studies investigating the ties between writing 
development and writing identity in terms of cultural models and Discourses (Gee, 1996, 
2000, 2001, 2011), the ways in which the contexts facilitate (or hamper) students’ 
negotiation with multiple Discourses (Gee, 1989; Delpit, 1992), and the resulting 
contribution to diverse adolescents’ identity development around academic writing. 
Research Literature on Instructional Practices That Develop Writing Identities Among 
Diverse Adolescents 
Studies investigating the development of writing identities of diverse adolescents 
reflect a growing area of qualitative writing research. While writing identity has been 
theorized extensively (e.g., Fairclough, 1989; Gee, 1990; Ivanic, 1998) and used to 
understand the narrative writing experiences of diverse adolescents (Black, 2009; 
Halverson, 2005) and elementary students (Dyson, 1992,1995), it is an emerging 
construct in empirical studies investigating the analytical writing development among 
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adolescents.  
Furthermore, whereas the literature on cognitive strategy instruction is well-
researched and applicable to mainstream classroom contexts, this area of literature is 
developing and explores alternatives to traditional classroom writing practices. These 
researchers have argued that current writing practices are not serving the needs of diverse 
adolescents and as a result, consider alternate routes (e.g., conducting inquiry projects in 
students’ communities) to developing students’ academic writing skills.  
Given the developing nature of the research literature and the focus of this review, 
the search parameters for the following section were revised from the previous section on 
cognitive strategy instruction. I employed similar parameters around developmental level 
(grades 5–12) and genre of writing engaged (analytical writing) as the previous section. 
Because of the small number of studies, however, I considered studies that engaged 
students in analytical writing tasks involving a paragraph or more. Additionally, I only 
included studies investigating the expository writing of adolescents in urban contexts. 
Search terms such as “urban,” “low-income,” “minorities,” “students of color,” and 
“inner-city” were used to identify the studies that met this criterion.  
Finally, no studies within these parameters directly referred to the construct of 
“writing identity,” so the search terms writing- “agency,” “motivation,” “efficacy,” and 
“beliefs” were employed to broaden the search. As a result of the search with these 
parameters, I identified two patterns in the literature investigating the interactions 
between diverse adolescents, expository writing tasks, and the aforementioned constructs.  
The first group of studies describes the role of assigning relevant writing tasks 
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(Blackburn, 2003; Fecho, 2000; Kinloch, 2010). Kinloch (2010), for example, describes a 
context where writing tasks are designed to achieve a communicative purpose relevant to 
its particular learners. In some cases, this area of research also includes a critical inquiry 
component, whereby educators highlight the relationships between language choice and 
access to opportunity (Blackburn, 2003; Fecho, 2000).  
The second group of studies recognizes the literate practices diverse adolescents 
already bring to the classroom. In this realm, several studies identify how students’ out-
of-school writing practices may be tied to school-based writing activity (Ball, 1991, 
1992; Luttrell & Parker, 2001; Mahiri & Sablo, 1996). In a category of its own, Lee’s 
(1993, 1995) study examines the utility of an instructional method that leverages out-of-
school literacies in the service of improving students’ literary interpretation. Taken 
together, these studies investigate both traditional and alternative educational contexts 
and employ descriptive, ethnographic, and teacher-as-researcher qualitative research 
methods to investigate the relationships among diverse adolescents, expository writing 
tasks, and writing identity.  
Writing tasks achieve relevant, communicative purpose. The following studies 
describe instructional contexts where writing tasks involve purposes relevant to the 
students’ communities. Kinloch (2010) engaged two African American high school 
students in a two-year participatory action research project in their neighborhood of 
Harlem, New York. Through their English class with Ms. L and under the guidance of 
Kinloch, Phillip and Khaleeq interviewed community members, conducted surveys, and 
observed community meetings in order to interrogate the implications of Harlem’s 
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gentrification through writing. As a result of participation in the project, Kinloch noted 
that Phillip and Khaleeq “[assumed] ownership over their identities as literacy learners, 
soul singers, and street survivors in the midst of a changing, rapidly gentrifying 
community” (p. 35). She further described how they began to differently position the role 
of writing in their lives. No longer did Phillip see it as simply an exercise in “[giving] 
‘em [the teachers] what they want” (p. 22). Rather, he viewed writing as a tool for 
enacting community change. Kinloch (2010) recommends that teachers reimagine in-
school writing tasks, such that they achieve a communicative purpose tied to the values 
of the students.  
A sub-group of studies describes instructional programs that use relevant writing 
tasks but also engage students in a critical dialogue about language use. As a teacher 
researcher (Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 1993) using his Philadelphia high school students of 
African and Caribbean American descent as research subjects, Fecho (2000) found that 
authentic writing tasks combined with critical inquiry positively impacted his students’ 
learning stances toward communicating in multiple discourses. In his English class, tasks 
were organized around questions of import to the students, like “How does learning about 
language connect you to your world?” (p. 375). Through discussion of texts like William 
Gibson’s (1957) Miracle Worker and Richard Wright’s (1944) Black Boy, student 
questions emerged about language and its connection to their communities. Students then 
conducted qualitative mini-research projects to investigate answers to their questions. 
The project culminated in an essay where students took a stance on an issue regarding 
language use.  
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Through the coding of class notes, individual and focus group interviews, and 
student work samples, Fecho (2000) found that the students’ inquiry led to shifts in their 
perspectives on language and power. For example, Robert, a special education student, 
initially reported that his attempts to overly focus on communicating in Standard English 
interrupted the clarity and fluency of his message. Though he valued the mainstream 
discourse, he felt conflicted because of his personal connection to the rhythms of African 
American vernacular. As a result of his inquiry project, however, Robert developed 
confidence in communicating in formal spaces. He wrote, “We learn individually, then 
we speak out and comment orally, learning how to communicate and share, and to be 
proud of our work all at the same time” (p. 383).  
Fecho (2000) surmises that students like Robert came to feel less like mainstream 
discourses were happening to them; rather, they were choosing when and where to 
engage them. “Inquiry became a means through which students began to enlarge their 
locus of control” (p. 387). In other words, the students’ critical inquiry helped them 
develop feelings of agency in more competently navigating their multiple discourses. 
Fecho encourages teachers to create spaces in secondary classrooms for this type of 
critical inquiry into issues of language and power.   
In a similar exploration, Blackburn (2003) engages lesbian, gay, bisexual, 
transgender, and questioning (LGBTQ) youth in authentic writing tasks with their eyes 
attuned to critical literacies. In a large city in the eastern United States, Blackburn 
involved her students (the majority of whom were African-American, working-class or 
poor, and between the ages of 12 and 23) in reading and writing practices that both 
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challenged and accepted power structures. As both a researcher and facilitator of a 
literacy group at the Loft, a youth-run center for LGBTQ youth, Blackburn spent three 
years analyzing audiotaped interactions and texts with an eye attuned to illustrations of 
critical literacies.  
Blackburn (2003) found that youth engaged in practices that both challenged and 
replicated issues of power and identity. In one example of literate activity, she and a 
youth Dara crafted a glossary of LGBTQ terms, and they discussed how to define lesbian. 
They considered which referent to include: “woman,” “women and girls,” or “females.” 
In explaining why they chose “females,” Blackburn reasons “[community] audiences 
were sometimes averse to the idea of young people being sexualized in any way” (p. 
484). Blackburn questions the decision, as she believes it may have further reified the 
“offensive correlation” made my some audiences “between homosexuality and 
pedophilia” (p. 486). At the same time, she believed this was an exercise in engaging in 
written literacy practices that attempted to disrupt hegemonic power dynamics, thus 
associating writing with social change. Dara and Blackburn continued to sort through 
various loaded terms to arrive at accessible definitions, so that a glossary of terms could 
be administered to various community groups.  
Blackburn (2003) concludes that the youth’s literate practices observed in this 
out-of-school space may not have surfaced had she observed them within the confines of 
school. Many of the youth attended school sporadically due to bullying incidents. When 
they were in school, Blackburn notes that they often disengaged from academic tasks in 
an attempt to avoid confrontation with their homophobic peers. As a result of her study, 
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Blackburn promotes inquiry in educational spaces as a vehicle for social change.  
In sum, when educational spaces acknowledge the relationship between power 
and language (Blackburn, 2003; Fecho, 2000), they reinforce the idea that a variety of 
discursive practices exist in society for different purposes. Students, therefore, understand 
their agency in deliberately taking on language and enacting corresponding identities for 
purposes of their own. Furthermore, the assignment of relevant writing tasks (Blackburn, 
2003; Fecho, 2000; Kinloch, 2010) promote cultural models for writing that position 
students more favorably toward academic language.  
While these studies indicate ways to develop positive writing identities among 
diverse adolescent writers, they do not document the writing development of these 
students. That is, the studies do not record the impact of the instructional context on 
students’ analytical writing knowledge, skills, and strategies. While researchers coded 
interview and classroom observation data for students’ responses to the writing activities, 
they did not analyze the written products (e.g., qualitative mini-research projects, 
brochures, reports) for changes in the students’ writing development (i.e., improved 
organization, idea development, and conventions). Essentially, the outcomes in this body 
of research are different from the outcomes discussed in the cognitive strategy studies. 
This is likely the result of the different theories undergirding the two bodies of research: 
while cognitive strategy studies privilege shifts in students’ thinking, these studies 
privilege shifts in the interactions among student, context, and culture.  
As such, while it is clear students’ writing identities develop productively in these 
contexts, it is unclear how (or if) their writing quality on analytical tasks improves. It 
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should also be noted that one limitation of Blackburn’s (2003) study is that the written 
product from this investigation—a glossary of terms—does not reflect the type of writing 
that will provide sufficient preparation for expectations of postsecondary contexts, 
whereby students will be asked to compose multi-paragraph essays (MacKinnon, 1993). 
Teacher takes expansive view on students’ literate lives. The following 
research examines two areas: (1) the disconnect between out-of-school and in-school 
literate activity; and (2) the potential for students’ out-of-school literate activity to inform 
school-based writing tasks. Ball (1992) set out to determine what organizational text 
patterns middle and high school students from varying ethnic backgrounds say they 
prefer to use in writing expository essays. On four separate days, 102 students (44 
African-American; 27 Hispanic-American; 11 Pacific Islander, 10 Asian American, and 9 
European-American) were given four texts on a topic of interest to the students. Two 
texts represented academic text patterns of topical-net and matrix (Calfee & Chambliss, 
1987) while two represented the vernacular text patterns of narrative-interspersion and 
circumlocution (which are commonly used among African-American populations). The 
students, who came from five urban classrooms, were asked to rank-order the patterns 
they preferred for completing written expository tasks.  
Results showed that 100% of African-American high school students reported 
preferences for the vernacular-based patterns while 27% of non African-American high 
school students shared their preference. 43% of African American middle school students 
reported preferences for academic-based text structures. Ball (1992) pointed out that in a 
previous study (Ball, 1991), the academic text patterns are the ones rewarded by teachers, 
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so clearly a conflict exists between the preferences of African-American high school 
teachers and students.  
Ball (1992) argues that when students write in-class essays, teachers should 
consider offering students a choice for which organizational text pattern they choose to 
engage. Not only would the texts be enriched by students’ cultural rhetorical 
contributions, the teachers would be creating a context in which students’ rhetorical 
traditions are valued and thus contribute positively to their academic writing identities. 
While Ball’s recommendations hold promise for the reasons cited, such an approach may 
have the effect of further disenfranchising diverse adolescents, as they are prevented from 
acquiring the linguistic forms and structures of the dominant culture (Delpit, 1988).  
Mahiri and Sablo (1996) set out to examine patterns in two African American 
high school students’ voluntary out-of-school writing practices to derive implications for 
effective writing instruction in their two classrooms. The researchers analyzed descriptive 
field notes from observations of Ms. Parks’ and Ms. Brown’s classes, interviews with 
students and teachers, and samples of students’ writing across home and school contexts. 
Through their observations, Mahiri and Sablo (1996) noted patterns of resistance to 
completing in-school writing tasks. During a lesson on thesis statements, for example, 
Ms. Brown joked that her former students used to “just eat them [thesis statements] up.” 
After describing his frustration with crafting thesis statements, one student remarked, 
“Yeah . . . we’re not that hungry” (p. 174). The difficulty of academic writing was 
exacerbated for these students by the inauthentic tasks assigned to them.  
Upon close examination of the study’s focal students’ out-of-school writings, 
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Mahiri and Sablo (1996) discovered that the texts of two students—Kesha and Troy—
attempted to describe, critique, and ultimately made sense of their violent neighborhoods. 
Kesha wrote poems and plays “mostly about love and society, things around me” (p. 169) 
while Troy wrote raps about survival strategies he adopts to deal with life’s harsh 
realities. While the students received positive feedback from friends and family on the 
content and style of writings, they were often directed to change the style and content of 
their in-school texts. The authors contend that the two were “actively engaging in a 
process of identity construction” (p. 175) through their out-of-school writing activity, and 
the school-based criticisms served to disrupt the transfer to academic writing tasks. The 
authors highlight examples of compare and contrast strategies evidenced in Troy’s raps 
and powerful metaphorical images in Kesha’s plays; both rhetorical moves serve as 
potential resources for completing academic writing tasks. Had the students’ out-of-
school writing activity been recognized and leveraged, this particular classroom context 
could have facilitated more positive connections between the students and academic 
writing tasks.  
Similarly, Luttrell and Parker (2001) describe how a working-class student Alice 
experiences a mismatch between her writerly passions and what school assignments were asking 
her to do in a North Carolina high school. Alice demonstrates a robust out-of-school writing life 
with journals and poetry that reflected her deeply personal conflicts with her recent move to her 
dad’s house. At every turn, Alice’s attempts to enact her writerly identity at school are stifled. 
For example, due to her status as a new student, none of her writings could be published in the 
school literary journal. As a result, there was no space for Alice to explore her growing literate 
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practice. Again, by not building upon Alice’s out-of-school writing, the school curriculum 
further distanced Alice from her identity development as an academic writer.  
Both Mahiri and Sablo (1996) and Luttrell and Parker (2001) stress how students were 
using out-of-school writing as a coping mechanism for life’s challenges. They further emphasize 
how profoundly reciprocal the connection is between students’ identities and their literate lives. 
They argue that school contexts would do well to bridge students’ home and school writing 
activity, as well as offer students opportunities to write about topics relevant to their personal 
experiences.  
In sum, when contexts do not identify and value students’ rhetorical traditions and 
out-of school literate practices, students are less likely to experience a sense of 
relatedness to the formal discourse community of school (Ball, 1991, 1992; Luttrell & 
Parker, 2001; Mahiri & Sablo, 1996). Relatedness could be fostered if student-initiated 
literate practices serve both as resources unto themselves, as well as bridges to the 
acquisition of school-sanctioned writing practices. Contexts that honor students’ 
rhetorical traditions may empower students to take up the discourse patterns of academic 
writing, as one of a wide range of discursive practices. While these studies identify 
potential areas of connectivity between diverse adolescents’ out-of-school and in-school 
literacies, they do not specifically outline ways those relationships may be actualized in a 
secondary English classroom. The following study describes an instructional framework 
that sets out to do this. 
Teacher leverages students’ out-of-school literate practices. As both researcher 
and teacher, Lee (1993, 1995) examines the effects on low-performing, African American 
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high school seniors of an instructional unit that uses signifying, or a rhetorical move 
endemic to African American communities, as scaffolds for teaching literary 
interpretation. The study design rests on the theoretical assumption that through culturally 
based cognitive apprenticeships, teachers may leverage students’ cultural backgrounds in 
service of acquiring task-specific comprehension strategies. In this study, signifying, a 
form of ritual insult, is used to teach students about the interpretation of figurative 
language.  
Lee’s (1993, 1995) instructional unit proceeded in four phases. During phase one, 
students read dialogues containing examples of signifying. The class discussed the literal 
and figurative meanings of the speakers’ lines. Then teacher and students co-constructed 
a list of strategies they used to draw those conclusions. In phases two and three, students 
read several articles about signifying and wrote their own signifying dialogues. In phase 
four, students applied the strategies they devised in the first phase to reading and 
interpreting a series of culturally relevant texts like Their Eyes Were Watching God by 
Zora Neale Hurston (1937) and The Color Purple by Alice Walker (1982). They 
discussed their literary interpretation in both whole-class and small-group formats and 
wrote responses to critical thinking questions. 
Of the six high school classes examined in the study, four participated in the 
aforementioned instructional unit while two proceeded with English instruction, as usual. 
In order to determine the effectiveness of the instructional unit, Lee (1993, 1995) 
documented students’ progress both quantitatively and qualitatively. Students were given 
pre- and post-treatment assessments on their skills in literary interpretation. For this, they 
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read a short story and answered eight questions ranging from literal to inferential in short 
paragraphs. Additionally, the instructional discourse of all classes underwent analysis for 
changes in students’ understandings of signifying and depth of literary interpretations. 
Results on the literary interpretation measure indicated that students in the treatment 
classes made statistically significant gains more than two times those of the control 
classrooms. Further, transcript analysis revealed that students in the treatment group 
began to show more confidence and take ownership over discussions, evidenced by 
students’ contributions increasingly outnumbering those of the teachers by wider margins 
as the unit progressed. The author adds that subsequent to the study, she received letters 
from her class of students thanking her for challenging them think harder than they ever 
had in school before this course. Discourse analysis also showed that students in the 
treatment classrooms demonstrated more sophisticated understandings of signifying and 
literary analysis.  
Lee’s (1993, 1995) study provides support for instructional approaches that make 
explicit the tacit understandings of culturally diverse students’ sociolinguistic knowledge, 
so that they can be built upon to acquire more complex literary reasoning skills. Such 
approaches validate the students’ cultural knowledge (which can more favorably position 
them toward the task at hand) while ushering them to adopt habits of mind to think 
critically about texts in a highly specialized genre. Furthermore, in addition to bridging 
the cognitive and cultural (pedagogically), the research bridged the quantitative and 
qualitative (empirically) as a mixed-methods study. 
Other research findings demonstrate the importance of student-centered 
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instruction in facilitating the meaningful acquisition of literary reasoning and literary 
analysis writing. Particularly, this research finds that teachers should (a) identify and 
address students’ beliefs about the conventions of the genre (Beck, 2006); (b) provide 
students the space to generate their own questions about the novels they read (Rainey, 
2017), (c) and leverage students’ affective responses to literature in the service of making 
more complex literary interpretations (Levine, 2014). 
Conclusions From Research Literature on Instructional Practices That Develop Writing 
Identities Among Diverse Adolescents 
This section set out to describe the ways in which diverse adolescents’ writing 
identities may be developed in educational contexts, such that they become more engaged 
in academic writing tasks. A group of studies point to the importance of involving diverse 
adolescents in meaningful tasks (Blackburn, 2003; Fecho, 2000; Kinloch, 2010). Writing 
about relevant community issues helped students view writing as a useful tool for 
communication. Promoting cultural models, or scripts, for academic writing that value 
authentic communication over performance for the teacher may have the effect of more 
favorably positioning students toward the endeavor. 
The studies of Blackburn (2003) and Fecho (2000) further describe the 
importance of transparency about the connections between power dynamics and multiple 
discourses. Fecho guided his students to complete qualitative mini-research projects 
addressing the question of how learning about language—particularly, African-American 
vernacular—connects them to their world. Blackburn and her students explored the 
implications of a range of LGBTQ terms in order to arrive at considered definitions for a 
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glossary to be distributed to community groups. In their respective educational spaces, 
Fecho and Blackburn expose students to the variety of discourse patterns particular to the 
values and goals of cultures and communities. In so doing, they advance the idea that 
students do not have to passively comply with or outright reject the expectations of 
certain environments. There is an alternative: they can enact distinct identities in distinct 
contexts. It follows that by inviting students to participate in such critical inquiry, English 
classrooms can helpfully support diverse adolescents’ agency in negotiating their primary 
discourse with the discourse of academic writing.  
Finally, several studies discuss the connections between students’ out-of-school 
writing practices and those demanded in academic contexts. Some studies point to the 
potential for adolescents’ out-of school practices to serve as a bridge to learning school-
based tasks (Ball, 1991, 1992; Luttrell & Parker, 2001; Mahiri & Sablo, 1996). One study 
(Lee, 1993) specifically outlines ways those relationships may be leveraged in the service 
of acquiring academic discourse. Given that adopting school-based discourses can be 
experienced by students as a denial of their communal identity (Delpit, 1992), contexts 
that leverage students’ home Discourses may ease the tension in their negotiation of 
discourse patterns (Gee, 2011). In essence, English classrooms that foster this connection 
position diverse adolescent writers more favorably to take up the discourse patterns of 
academic writing.  
Despite their positive findings, these studies—primarily qualitative in nature—do 
not discuss the resulting quantitative improvements in students’ writing development 
(i.e., gains in idea development, organization, and conventions). While favorably 
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positioning students toward academic writing is an important step for developing the 
writing achievement of diverse adolescents, it is not sufficient for their preparation to 
succeed in post-secondary contexts where the demands for writing achievement are 
robust (e.g., MacKinnon, 1993; Shanahan & Shanahan, 2008).  
Conclusions From Both Strands and Implications for This Study 
This review was based on the assumption that the quality of diverse adolescents’ 
analytical writing improves when instruction is designed to support both knowledge of 
cognitive writing strategies and the development of positive writing identities. First, I 
reviewed the theory and research on cognitive strategy instruction, which has been shown 
to improve the development, organization, and persuasiveness of secondary students’ 
essays (De La Paz, 2005; De La Paz & Graham, 2002; Englert et al., 1991; Wong et al., 
1996; Yeh, 1998a). There is little evidence, however, of how the approach works with 
diverse adolescents. Chief among the critiques of explicit strategy instruction enactment 
is that instruction for these students is being delivered in a vacuum, rather than being tied 
to an assignment’s larger rhetorical purpose (Morris, 2012; Noguera, 2003). As Dunn 
(2001) has observed, writing is too often “a ceremonial exercise done to satisfy the 
teacher” (p. 59); as a result, students may sacrifice rich idea development for adherence 
to a formula. Indeed, Yeh’s study illustrates that the nature of the writing task should be 
considered alongside cognitive-oriented approaches in order to promote sustained writing 
achievement gains among diverse adolescents.  
Second, I presented the theory and research on instructional approaches that 
consider writing identities among diverse adolescents. These approaches fell into one of 
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three categories: assigning authentic tasks; inviting critical inquiry into the connections 
between power and language; and honoring and leveraging students’ rhetorical traditions 
in the service of acquiring school-based discourse patterns. Several investigations have 
highlighted potential areas of connectivity between students’ Discourses and those 
demanded in academic contexts (Ball, 1991, 1992; Luttrell & Parker, 2001; Mahiri & 
Sablo, 1996); others demonstrated the ability to improve the relatedness of diverse 
adolescents to the formal discourses and activity of school (Blackburn, 2003; Fecho, 
2000; Kinloch, 2010; Lee, 1993, 1995). Nevertheless, no studies in this area have 
documented improvement in students’ academic writing achievement.  
Given the conclusions from both strands, I argue that literacy research on 
effective writing pedagogy for diverse adolescents should proceed with the understanding 
that the efficacy of cognitive strategy use hinges on the development of positive writing 
identities. That is, until students possess a real reason to write and/or feel connected to 
school-based discourses, they will be less willing to take up the strategies needed to 
complete challenging analytical writing tasks. Until now, these strands have been treated 
separately in writing research (Coker & Lewis, 2008), but, moving forward, I propose 
they need to be investigated together. More specifically, I recommend two empirical 
research priorities: first, investigating secondary writing classrooms in which cognitive 
strategies are taught alongside the assignment of relevant writing tasks; and second, 
examining classrooms in which the teacher employs cognitive strategy instruction while 
acknowledging and leveraging students’ multiple discourses. I also assert that researchers 
should conduct long-term, mixed-methods studies, such that the changes in subjects’ 
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writing development and writing identities are clearly documented.  
The first research priority derives from conclusions articulated by both strands of 
the review. Note that both strands register the importance of context for writing (i.e., 
Yeh, 1998a; Blackburn, 2003; Fecho, 2000; Kinloch, 2010). Particularly, relevant writing 
tasks (e.g., writing an article about gentrification in students’ neighborhood) position 
student writers more favorably toward academic writing endeavors (Blackburn, 2003; 
Fecho, 2000; Kinloch, 2010). Also, a context in which strategy instruction is combined 
with an authentic writing experience (e.g., students debate the dress code policy and then 
the write school principal discussing their position) yielded gains in students’ overall 
writing quality, particularly among minority students (Yeh, 1998a). The evidence, then, 
points to the need for research on contexts in which strategy instruction is used in the 
context of completing analytical writing tasks relevant to student writers in some way 
(e.g, related to student interests, community issues, and/or directed toward imagined or 
real audience).  
That being said, there are other aspects of context that have also shown to 
favorably position diverse students toward analytical writing tasks: primarily, attention to 
critical inquiry and students’ rhetorical traditions. Classrooms that invite critical inquiry 
into connections between power and language (alongside the completion of authentic 
writing tasks) have been shown to positively impact students’ learning stances toward 
communicating in multiple discourses (Blackburn, 2003; Fecho, 2000). Furthermore, 
contexts valuing students’ home literacies and out-of-school writing practices have the 
potential to facilitate more positive connections to school-based writing tasks (Ball, 1991, 
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1992; Lee, 1993; Luttrell & Parker, 2001; Mahiri & Sablo, 1996). In sum, instructional 
contexts acknowledging the value and roles of discourses other than the discourse of 
school may more positively orient students toward analytical writing tasks. It follows that 
another priority for literacy researchers is to investigate students’ writing development 
addressing both conditions: cognitive strategy instruction taught in an instructional 
context that also makes room for discussion of writers’ multiple discourses. 
Theoretically, students’ writing should improve even more under both conditions than it 
does under one or the other.  
It is the development of positive writing identities that will hypothetically sustain 
students’ achievement in writing. Otherwise, instructional contexts run the risk of 
promoting writing as an endeavor to be completed just to pass to the next class or 
standardized exam, rather than for larger, more personal purposes (Dunn, 2001; Noguera, 
2003). Indeed, Magnifico (2010) argues, “[Novices] must take up the norms of 
communication and interaction as their own, mastering how the community understands 
and uses particular skills and particular forms in particular situations” (p. 173). Gee’s 
(1996, 2000, 2001, 2011) Discourse theory furthers the point: as diverse adolescents 
begin to see themselves as belonging to a community of academic writers, they are better 
positioned to uptake the knowledge, skills, and strategies of academic writers and 
ultimately improve their success in postsecondary contexts. 
As such, this study applies both a sociocognitive lens and an identity lens to 
understand the complex factors contributing to the analytical writing development of a 
group of culturally and linguistically diverse, ninth grade students at an alternative high 
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school preparatory context. The study examined the teacher’s discourse on literary 
analysis and the ways students took up or did not take up the discourse in this context.  
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CHAPTER THREE: METHODS 
Study Design 
I conducted a descriptive, embedded single-case study (Yin, 2014) to answer the 
following research questions:  
1. In an alternative high school preparatory context, what was the teacher’s 
discourse on literary analysis? What aspects of literary reasoning were 
emphasized to support this discourse? What instructional practices, tools, and 
texts were used to convey these points, and what mediators were employed to 
move students past points of struggle?  
2. How did students respond to the discourse on literary analysis? How did they take 
up (or not take up) the discourse in their writing, and how did that shift over time?  
3. What stances did students adopt toward the teacher’s discourse on literary 
analysis?  
Because my study aimed to highlight the processes by which students develop as writers 
(and not just whether or not development occurred), I selected a descriptive, qualitative 
approach (Maxwell, 2005) so that the participants’ understandings, reflections, and 
actions could be made known through individual interviews and observations. I chose the 
study design because it afforded the in-depth description warranted by an unusual case 
(Yin, 2014).  
Hilltop Academy and the Writing Classroom as Unusual 
Hilltop Academy, an independent day school is one of few of its kind in the 
country and is unusual in its mission. It is a 14-month school between 8th and 9th grades 
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designed to prepare motivated and promising urban students (as the school defines those 
terms) for success in competitive independent high schools. Mr. Williams, the co-head of 
school, describes the school’s mission as follows:  
The school’s mission, essentially, is to find smart students, intelligent 
students and prepare them—public school students mainly, …for the 
academic rigors and social and cultural transition necessary to be 
successful and be at a top, top high school. The philosophy being that 
the most important decision they can make in their lives they have 
left is high school choice, not college. College being just a byproduct 
of a great high school experience. (Interview 1) 
The school prepares students attending public schools (most of whom come from 
culturally and diverse backgrounds) to gain admission to competitive, independent high 
schools—a context where most students, teachers, and administrators are white and come 
from economic privilege (Cookson, 1991). Given the potential differences in discourses 
between two communities, I determined that the identity implications of participation in 
this school context were significant (i.e., Cookson & Persell, 1991). That is, students 
coming from a variety of discourse communities are being prepared to enter into a very 
specific and different discourse community of power (c.f., Lomotey & Brookins, 1988; 
Zweigenhaft & Domhoff, 1991). I surmised this goal would require students to negotiate 
who they were with whom they aspired to become. Within the writing classroom, this 
negotiation would be one involving language use and written expression: students would 
have to negotiate who they were as writers with whom Mr. Campbell was asking them to 
become in preparation for the independent school English classrooms they would enter.  
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It is for this reason that I characterized Hilltop’s writing classroom as unusual and 
as such, was selected as the case for this study. As Yin (2014) describes, unusual single-
case studies “offer a distinct opportunity worth documenting and analyzing” and “the 
findings may reveal insights about normal processes” (p. 52). Moreover, a case study 
“investigates a contemporary phenomenon (the ‘case’) in depth and within its real-world 
context,” (p. 16). Hilltop Academy, an independent day school, served as the context; the 
writing classroom (the teacher, curriculum, and entire cohort of students), as the unusual 
“case.” Embedded within the case of the writing classroom were subunits of analysis: 
eight focal students, purposefully sampled (Patton, 2012) to illustrate the individual 
students’ experiences within the program (see Figure 1). Important for my study, as 
articulated by the theoretical framework, is understanding the individual as writer, the 
instructional program, and the interaction between the two. That is why both the program 
and students’ experiences within the program are included in the study design.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 1. Graphical 
representation of the study 
design. 
 
(Context) 
Hilltop Academy 
(Case) 
Writing Class: 
Teachers, Student Cohort, Curriculum 
(Subunits) 
Focal students (n = 8) 
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Setting and Participants 
Setting. This study took place at Hilltop Academy, an independent day school in 
a large northeastern urban city. The Academy selected 22 eighth graders from the city 
and surrounding areas to undertake an additional 14-month curriculum before entering 
high school. In order to apply, students had to be nominated by an adult who knew the 
student well and could testify to the students’ academic performance and character. The 
admissions process also included the following components:  
• student and family interviews, 
• SSAT and Hilltop Academy subject tests, 
• financial aid applications, and 
• attendance at a visiting day.  
With an expressed focus on literature, writing, math, history, and co-curricular 
experiences (e.g., weekly visits to an art museum; spring trip to Washington D.C.), the 
school endeavored to send students to elite, competitive high schools—including, but not 
limited to exam schools, independent day schools, and independent boarding schools. In 
essence, students repeated their eighth grade year to fill what the school termed an 
“education gap” (Mr. Williams, Interview 1) to increase the likelihood of admissions to 
these institutions. In the service of this larger goal, the Academy’s English instructional 
program engaged students in the same curriculum as their wealthier white peers, a 
curriculum that incorporated more challenging, contextualized literacy experiences.  
The English program consisted of two classes: a literature/grammar class that met 
daily (termed “literature class” in this study) and a writing class that met twice a week 
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(termed “writing class” in this study). Each class was taught by separate teachers (Mrs. 
Leigh—literature; Mr. Campbell—writing) who coordinated lessons. They each taught 
two sections of their respective classes.  
In the English class, students read the following novels: The Old Man and the 
Sea, Of Mice and Men, To Kill a Mockingbird, The Chosen, The Bluest Eye, and Romeo 
and Juliet. During the literature portion of the class, there were four main instructional 
practices (as determined by observations). First, students were given an extensive 
vocabulary list prior to the reading of each novel. Vocabulary words and their definitions 
were listed for each chapter. Students were encouraged to make flashcards to study their 
vocabulary words, and they were given a weekly vocabulary quiz. Second, students 
annotated the assigned pages of the novel being read each night, and Mrs. Leigh began 
each class by checking students’ annotations. Third, students spent between 20 and 30 
minutes discussing the pages of the novel that had been read the night before. Mrs. Leigh 
started every discussion with the question, “What did you notice?” and students offered 
their observations. Mrs. Leigh used students’ observations to purposefully direct their 
attention to important events and character developments—particularly, those that 
foreshadowed what was to come in the novel. Fourth, students completed weekly reading 
quizzes that assessed students’ comprehension of main plot points and character 
developments.  
In the writing class, the writing units were organized by genre. In September and 
October, students studied narrative and descriptive writing; from the end of September 
through February, they studied analytical writing; in April and May, students completed a 
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research paper. During the literary analysis unit, the assigned essays were coordinated 
with the novels being read and discussed in the English class (See Table 1). Since the 
focus of this study is on analytical writing, further descriptions of the writing class appear 
in the findings chapters.  
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Table 1.  
Data Collection Across Writing Units 
Writing Unit Timeframe Novel 
Narrative Sept. – Oct. 2014  
Descriptive Sept. – Oct. 2014 
Literary Analysis 1 Sept. – Oct. 2014 Of Mice and Men (OMM; Steinbeck, 1937) 
Literary Analysis 2 Oct. – Nov. 2014 To Kill a Mockingbird (TKM; Lee, 1960) 
Literary Analysis 3 Nov. – Feb. 2015 The Bluest Eye (TBE; Morrison, 1970) 
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Participants. Two English teachers, two administrators, and 20 students 
participated in this study.  
Teachers. As previously mentioned, the English program consisted of two 
classes: the literature class (literature/grammar focus) that met five times a week and the 
writing class that met twice a week. Mrs. Leigh, the teacher of the literature class, was a 
middle-aged, Asian-American female. Prior to Hilltop, she taught English at an elite, 
preparatory high school. Noticing the difficulties culturally and linguistically diverse 
students from low-income backgrounds experienced both academically and socially in 
that context, she decided to join the teaching faculty at Hilltop because she wanted to 
improve their preparation for these environments. She was chosen to participate in the 
study because as the students’ literature teacher, she was able to describe their abilities to 
interpret literature and apply grammatical skills. Additionally, understanding her 
perspective on the students as readers was essential to my understanding of their writing 
development because some of the writing units were grounded in what happened in the 
literature class. The teacher of the writing class was a white male in his thirties. He also 
taught high school English at independent schools previous to his tenure at Hilltop. As 
the students’ writing teacher, he was able to speak more directly to their development as 
writers. Both teachers were in a position to provide perspective on the writing curriculum 
itself and its connections to the literature and grammar curricula.  
Administrators. The two administrators—the head of school (Ms. Thomas) and 
co-head of school (Mr. Williams)—were also chosen for participation. Ms. Thomas was a 
middle-aged, Euro-American female; and Mr. Williams was an African-American male 
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in his thirties. Understanding the context (Hilltop Academy) informed the case (the 
writing class). Put simply, the administrators’ perspectives on the school’s founding, its 
mission, and culture helped to illuminate more fully how the academic classes were 
conceived and enacted. The administrators and faculty shared a unified vision for how the 
school should operate. Additionally, Mr. Williams and Ms. Thomas coordinated 
admissions and so were also able to speak to that process. The admissions process was 
important for understanding the profile of student being accepted into the school and 
helped to clarify where students were at the beginning of the program to determine how 
far they progressed over time.  
Students. Finally, all 20 students from the 2014–2015 cohort participated in the 
study. (There were originally 22 student participants, but two students left the school in 
the spring, and they were not included in the study.) Upon completion of their eighth 
grade year in public, charter, and parochial school contexts in the northeastern city’s 
urban areas, the students applied and interviewed to gain admission to Hilltop. Students 
were 13 (n = 2); 14 (n = 16); and 15 years old (n = 2). Students’ identifications of their 
racial and ethnic heritage included African American (n = 9); African-American/West 
Indian (n = 1); African-American/Latinx (n = 2); Latinx (n = 6); Euro-American-Latinx 
(n = 1); and Other (n = 1; see Table 2 for summary of background information on all 
students). All 20 students participated in data collection on the cohort while 8 focal 
students were selected for additional interviews. Survey and essay data collected from all 
students allowed for claims to be made about the students’ development as a cohort in 
this instructional case; the additional interviews and observations conducted with the 
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focal students afforded the opportunity to understand the processes by which individual 
students developed as writers. The data on the entire cohort offered a point of reference 
from which to understand and compare the development of individual students.  
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Table 2. 
Background Information on Student Participants 
 
 
No. 
 
 
Student 
 
 
 
Gender 
 
 
Age 
 
 
Racial/Ethnic 
Heritage 
 
 
Language(s) 
Spoken  
at Home 
Diagnostics 
Administered 7/10/14 
 
LAT 
 
 
(/21) 
 
WSPS 
 
 
(/40) 
 
Profile 
LAT/WSPS 
(Low, Avg, 
High) 
1 Abraham  M 14 African-American English, 
Luganda 
 
6 
 
21.2 
 
Low/Low 
2 Adam M 14 African-American, 
Latino 
English  
8 
 
27.4 
 
Avg/Low 
3 Anita F 14 African-American, 
Latina 
English 7  
26 
 
Avg/Avg 
4 Berko M 14 African-American English, 
Igbo 
3  
27 
 
Avg/Low 
5 Cedric M 14 African-American English 7 29.6 Avg/Avg 
6 Cyrus M 14 African-American English,  
Twi (Akan) 
 
10 
 
31.8 
 
High/Avg 
7 Deandre M 15 African-American, 
West Indian 
English  
4 
 
25.4 
 
Low/Low 
8 Diamond F 15 Other** English 5 23.8 Low/Low 
9 Dylan M 13 African-American English 4 26.6 High/Low 
10 Elisabeth F 14 African-American English,  
Haitian-
Creole 
 
3 
 
27 
 
Low/Low 
11 Katarina F 14 Euro-American, 
Latina 
 
English 
 
7 
 
28.2 
 
High/Low 
12 Kianna F 14 African-American English 10 20.4 Avg/Low 
13 Luiz M 14 Latino 
 
English, 
Spanish 
 
5 
 
29.4 
 
Avg/Low 
14 Marvin M 13 Latino English, 
Spanish 
 
8 
 
26.6 
 
Avg/Low 
15 Mateo M 14 Latino English, 
Spanish 
 
N/A 
 
N/A 
 
N/A 
16 Maya F 14 Latina 
 
English, 
Spanish 
3 29.2 Avg/Avg 
17 Michael M 14 Latino English N/A N/A N/A 
18 Sula F 14 Latina English, 
Spanish 
 
6 
 
22.2 
 
Avg/Low 
19 Tiffany F 14 African-American English N/A N/A N/A 
20 Vincent M 14 African-American English 4 31 Low/Avg 
Note. Shaded entries indicate focal students.  
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Role of the Researcher 
At the beginning of the school year, I explained to students that I am a former 
middle school English teacher and currently a student at Boston University who is 
interested in writing and wants to learn more about how students learn to write. I 
explained that I would be in classes anywhere from once a month to twice a week—
watching, learning, asking questions, taking notes in a notebook—in order to understand 
what they are learning and how they are learning it. I emphasized that I am not a teacher 
in this role, and that what I observe has no effect on their grades or how they are 
evaluated at the school. I simply want to understand more about teaching kids to write.  
During observations of classroom and school-wide activity, I assumed the role of 
participant-observer (Patton, 2002). On the continuum between spectator and full 
participant (p. 265), I took up position at an intermediary point for two main reasons: (a) 
to reduce participant reactivity (Maxwell, 2005) and increase the trustworthiness of 
responses I elicit from respondents (Tammivaara & Enright, 1986); and (b) to minimize 
the power dynamic between researcher and participant (Eder & Fingerson, 2002).  
Having been a middle school teacher previous to doctoral study, I recall the 
feelings of discomfort elicited when observers were present. Whether the observer was 
there in an evaluative capacity, I felt an added layer of self-consciousness I did not feel 
when it was just the students and me in the classroom. That added self-consciousness 
often led to a questioning internal dialogue and hesitations in making certain instructional 
moves. As a university researcher in others’ classroom spaces, I could have elicited 
similar feelings and thoughts in the teacher and student participants. That is why I took a 
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position in the classroom that sought to minimize this sort of reactivity, or the effects the 
researcher’s presence has on subjects’ behavior (Maxwell, 2005). I did not want to stay 
so separate from classroom activity that I was viewed as evaluative. At the same time, I 
needed to retain my etic perspective (Pike, 1954) to be able to make sense of the data. 
In this role, I adopted the stance of “empathic neutrality” (Patton, 2002, p. 53) 
whereby I was open enough to understand subjects’ thoughts and feelings but 
nonjudgmental about those expressions. As it related to the teachers, I interacted naturally 
and responsively during informal spaces like passing periods but not in a teacherly 
manner. For example, one student Anita expressed an interest in the dissertation and 
asked me before class on several occasions what I was doing and why I was doing it, and 
we briefly chatted about the dissertation and what it meant to be a graduate student. In 
terms of my interactions with students, I was similarly available to demonstrate 
“understanding, interest, and care” (Patton, 2002, p. 53) but without assuming a 
judgmental tone. I embraced moments of laughter, curiosity, and challenge. For example, 
there was a moment when Mr. Campbell was trying to show students how accurate 
transcription of textual support importantly conveyed the writer’s reliability. To prove his 
point, he read an example of a student’s paper with the misquoted phrase “tumble nut” 
(Field Notes, 10/10/14). I, along with the students, started laughing. He went on to 
explain that if the readers are laughing at the writer’s mistakes (as we were), they may 
begin to question the writer’s credibility (as he had when he read the paper).  
I resisted moments of evaluation. I made it a point, for example, not to participate 
during writing workshops where students provided feedback to each other on the clarity 
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of their thesis statements. Assuming this intermediate position of participant observer 
with the empathically neutral stance helped me to cultivate a level of trust with 
participants, which was important to respondents acting naturally in the research context 
and opening up comfortably in interviews. This strengthened the trustworthiness of data 
(Tammivaara & Enright, 1986), as when respondents were comfortable, they were more 
likely to speak authentically about their experiences. 
As participant, I sat at a table with the students and only spoke during class 
discussions when the teacher directly addressed me. During a class discussion on a short 
story, for example, the teacher asked me to weigh in on a disagreement between students 
on whether the phrase “unmistakenly married” carried a positive or negative connotation. 
The phrase described an old, married couple that figured prominently in the story 
students were analyzing. I shared my thoughts on the negative connotation of the phrase 
and recounted something I had heard about how the initial intense lust and love shared by 
couples typically fades after seven years. I suggested that in my opinion, the phrase 
“unmistakenly married” conveyed weariness. As an observer, I took handwritten field 
notes and asked questions of participants when I needed clarifying information (e.g., I 
asked students if they had received a handout of literary terms from their literature 
teacher).  
 Second, this positionality informed the content and style of interviews with the focal 
students (Guest, Namey, & Mitchell, 2013). As a participant in the activities of the 
students, I was able to do and see things that I would not be able to do or see as a 
spectator. This supported data collection and analysis in two main ways. First, when I 
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completed the tasks alongside the students, I identified spots where students might 
experience breakdowns of comprehension, and those spots became the buds of codes that 
I looked for in subsequent classes over time.  For example, there was a moment in one 
class when the teacher asked students to compose an interpretive statement on a short 
film. In particular, he asked students to identify the meaning or theme conveyed by a 
technique or part the film (i.e., fill in the blanks in the following sentence frame: the film 
uses ______ to communicate ____). As students were working silently on the task, I, too, 
completed the task and wrote in the field note for that class, “I was trying to think 
through this myself, and I harked on [literary] technique rather than [the] part [of the 
story].” I went on to think about how the task would be difficult if students did not have a 
solid understanding of the kinds of techniques that one might point out like repetition or 
dramatic irony (Field Notes, 10/6/14). As such, being an active participant allowed me to 
consider what it was like to complete tasks from the students’ perspectives. Those 
understandings helped me identify interview questions I had not otherwise thought to 
include (Bernard, 2006), and it informed my focus for subsequent class observations. 
Similarly, being a participant-observer in this manner afforded me the chance to 
dialogue informally with students during transitions from activity to activity or class to 
class. Such conversations illuminated insider’s knowledge or the emic perspective (Pike, 
1954). Specifically, students exposed me to language patterns particular to their 
adolescent peer group (Briggs, 1986). For example, I found students referring to “literary 
analysis essays” as “analytical essays.” As a result, I modified the interview protocols to 
reflect this and in so doing, tempered the power dynamic between adult and youth that 
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can often interfere with youth’s responses in research interview contexts (Eder & 
Fingerson, 2002).  
In sum, by taking on the role of participant-observer in this study I sought to 
reduce participant reactivity (Maxwell, 2005), increase the validity of responses I elicited 
from respondents (Tammivaara & Enright, 1986), and minimize the power dynamic 
between researcher and participant (Eder & Fingerson, 2002).  
Data Collection 
I collected four types of data over the course of seven months from July 2014 to 
June 2015. Data sources included the following: (a) initial on-demand literary analysis 
task; (b) classroom and school-wide observations; (c) student writing samples from class 
assignments; (d) classroom artifacts; and (e) interviews. The data was collected in three 
phases (see Table 3). Notably, phase three involved an intensive period of data collection.  
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Table 3.  
Data Collection Process in Three Phases 
Phase Timeframe Description Data sources 
1 July 2014 Orientation - Observations (school-wide events) 
- Interviews (teachers and admin.) 
- Literary analysis task (all students) 
- Applications 
2 Sept. 2014–
Oct. 2014 
Narrative and 
descriptive 
writing units 
- Observations (English/writing classes) 
- Interviews (teachers and focal students) 
- Final drafts (all students) 
- Ongoing work samples (focal students) 
3 Sept. 2014–
Feb. 2015 
Literary analysis 
writing unit (1, 2, 
3) 
- Observations (English/writing classes) 
- Interviews (teachers and focal students) 
- Final drafts (all students) 
- Ongoing work samples (focal students) 
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Data Sources 
 
Summer orientation observations. I conducted three observations of summer 
orientation activities. During orientation in July, based on recommendations from faculty, 
I observed and participated in three school culture-setting events: a facing history class, a 
weekly jog, and a community meeting. Orientation was a two-month experience whereby 
students experienced parts of the regular instructional program (math and English) and 
participated in a variety of culture-building activities (e.g., weekly jogs, ropes course 
retreat; assemblies). Table 4 provides a summary of all data sources.  
Diagnostics.  
Writer self-perception surveys. I chose the Writer Self-Perception Survey 
(WSPS; Bottomley, Henk, & Melnick, 1997) because it measures how secondary 
students perceive their writing abilities. While not a proxy for writerly identity, a 
student’s self-perception as a writer provides an important dimension of identity that has 
been shown to positively correlate with writing achievement (e.g., Pajares, 1997). 
Further, a precedent has been set for the survey’s use as a measure of literate identity, as 
Hall (2012) used the corollary reading survey (Reader Self-Perception Scale; Henk & 
Melnick, 1995) to serve as a quantitative measure of reading identities in her study. 
Additionally, I included a cover sheet for the survey that prompted students to report on 
their their gender, birthdate, and cultural and ethnic background (see Appendix A).  
The survey’s 38 statements, rooted in Bandura’s (1977, 1982) theory of self-
efficacy, measure the following categories: (a) general progress; (b) specific progress;  
(c) observational comparison; and (d) social feedback. Students responded to the 
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statements using a 5-point Likert scale (1=Strongly Disagree; 5=Strongly Agree). 
Students’ responses to each item were assigned point values ranging from 1 to 5. I added 
the points under each category to determine a raw score for each. Using the sum of raw 
scores for each category, I calculated a total score for each student. Based on those 
scores, students were identified as holding high, average, or low self-perceptions of their 
writing abilities (see Table 2). When administered to students in grades 4 to 6, reported 
Cronbach’s alpha reliabilities ranged from .87 to .91. These levels reveal good internal 
consistency among the sets of items for each category. (Alpha levels between .7 and .9 
represent good internal consistency; those above .9, excellent internal consistency.)  
Literary analysis writing task. The literary analysis writing task (LAT) consisted 
of reading the short story “The Flowers” (Walker & Deeter, 1988) and handwriting an 
analytic response (Appendices D–F). The purpose of the task was to inform focal student 
selection by documenting patterns across students’ current levels of writing achievement 
in the literary analysis genre.  
I administered the literary analysis task to the 17 students who were enrolled in 
the program on the day of data collection. I developed the task prompt in consultation 
with the literature and writing teachers. I explained to students that I would use their 
compositions to learn how students understand writing about books. I gave students the 
photocopied text of the short story to read and annotate. A task sheet with directions and 
notebook paper was also included in a separate packet administered at this time. Students 
took up to an hour to complete the response. The task sheet outlined the directions as 
follows:  
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Please read the attached short story entitled “The Flowers” by Alice Walker. You 
may annotate the story or take notes on the blank sheet of paper provided. You 
may also outline or complete a graphic organizer in order to plan before writing. 
These may be helpful to you when you begin writing.  
Then, select one theme (meaning) you believe the story communicates. In 
a well-developed essay, make an argument identifying the theme and explain 
how the author develops that theme. Include a thesis statement stating your 
position, and use evidence from the text to defend your response.  
Additionally, students were asked about their level of familiarity with the text and author, 
and no students reported familiarity with the text or the author.  
I took several steps to decide which short stories to use. First, I consulted with 
secondary teachers from local high schools, for their recommendations on short stories 
appropriate for ninth graders. From that list, in consultation with Hilltop teachers, I chose 
10–15 stories that represented similar text complexity levels, would be enjoyable to read, 
and reflected a range of topics, themes, and settings. Second, I applied several 
measurements of text complexity to that list in order to reduce the list to stories suitable 
for students who were developmentally at a ninth grade level. After that, I selected “The 
Flowers” (Walker & Deeter, 1988).  
Classroom observations and artifacts. I conducted classroom observations 
during phases two and three of the study for several purposes: (a) to document the nature 
of the instructional approach as it relates to writing (particularly, writing literary analysis 
essays); (b) to inform focal student selection; and (c) to detail the focal students’ talk and 
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behaviors during classes. Specifically, observations during the analytical writing unit 
focused on the teacher’s discourse on analytical writing; the instructional practices, tools, 
and texts he employed; and the role the teacher assumed in the classroom vis-à-vis the 
students. Additionally, observations focused on the students’ responses to Mr. 
Campbell’s discourse on literary interpretations—particularly, the nature and content of 
their participation. Field notes were completed during and after each observation. Memos 
were similarly used to track patterns that emerged from students’ responses to the 
teacher’s discourse. 
The observations were intended to supplement findings from the interviews and 
other data sources to make claims about the nature of the writing class and the students’ 
development as writers within it. From September until January, all field notes were 
handwritten during class and typed up afterwards (Emerson, Fretz, & Shaw, 1995). After 
reflecting on the amount of time it took to convert the handwritten field notes to typed 
documents, I sought approval from the teacher and students in January to type field notes 
during class. From January until June, all field notes were typed during class and 
expanded after class. After completing the field notes for each class, I used brief memos 
to track ongoing patterns emerging in Mr. Campbell’s discourse on analytical writing. 
The classes were also audio-recorded using a digital recorder, and I placed the digital 
recorder on a central desk in the classroom. Artifacts collected included task sheets; 
model essays; workshop handouts; and texts (i.e., short stories, poems, and articles).  
 For these observations, I used observation protocols to assist with note-taking 
(Creswell, 2007; Appendix O). This protocol provided a framework for documenting 
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both the observations of the instructional program; the students’ talk and behavior within 
the program; and my ongoing reflections of those observations. I marked important 
moments with a star in my field notes. I used two main criteria to define an important 
moment. First, I flagged moments that were illustrative of patterns I was observing in the 
classroom discourse on analytical writing. For example, in one field note, I noted students 
were “getting feisty” as they debated their interpretations for Of Mice and Men and the 
exchanges were “worth transcribing” because at the time, I believed they were illustrative 
of the way the thesis statement workshop provided an authentic platform for students to 
receive feedback on the arguability of their interpretations prior to drafting (Field Notes, 
9/29/14). Those marks determined the selections of classes that were transcribed and used 
for further analysis.   
Other observations of school events. Additionally, I observed four school-wide 
events during the school year (two summer community meetings; a symposium on race 
and class in independent schools; and the graduation ceremony). During interviews, I had 
asked students, teachers, and administrators to select three to four events they thought 
contributed significantly to the culture of the school, and those were the events suggested 
to me. At these events, I took descriptive, handwritten notes and typed them up 
immediately afterward. 
Written work (essays, outlines, teacher feedback sheets). I collected final 
drafts of all students’ essays during all units, as well as the teacher’s completed grading 
checklist for each essay (see Table 6). During the literary analysis unit, I also collected 
outlines, notes, and drafts to understand how students were incorporating writing lessons 
  
72
into their analytical writing. These ongoing work samples were collected in order to 
document how the students incorporated lessons and how their writing achievement was 
developing. The work samples also offered evidence of writerly identity development 
(e.g., students’ discourse patterns; connections with literature; appropriation of tools).  
Interviews. I conducted one interview with each administrator (see Appendix G 
for interview protocol); three interviews each with the English and writing teachers; and 
three interviews with each of the focal students. Interview questions with the writing 
teacher explored his goals for the analytical writing unit, perspectives on student progress 
and his observations on students’ needs, and rationale for instructional decisions (see 
Appendices F; H–M for teacher interview protocols). In terms of interviewing focal 
students, the interviews allowed the data to “give voice to [the youth’s] interpretations 
and thoughts rather than rely solely on adult interpretation of their lives” (Eder & 
Fingerson, 2002, p. 181). Put simply, student interviews provided opportunities for 
students to speak directly about their own experiences. Since they had a perspective on 
their writing development that may not have been discerned by the teachers or 
observations alone, student interviews assisted me in making more robust claims about 
their experiences as writers (see Appendices C–E).  
Ranging from one hour to an hour and a half, all interviews took place at the 
Academy in a classroom or at a table in the cafeteria during the students’ lunch hour.  
I conducted the interviews using a semi-structured approach (Seidman, 2006). 
Topics for interviewing focal students were outlined in an interview protocol (see 
Appendices C–E) and included the following categories of questions: (a) whether or not 
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they enjoy writing; (b) their perspective on what someone needs to know or be able to do 
to be a good writer; (c) their strengths and areas to improve as writers; and (d) their 
experiences with writing particular essays during particular writing units. I asked follow-
up questions to gather more specific information from participants as needed. Because I 
needed to be able to make claims about students’ development as writers over time, I 
needed to maintain some consistency in the protocol’s questions asked across focal 
students and across the students’ two interviews. At the same time, “each interview 
[provided] a foundation of detail that [helped] illuminate the next” (Seidman, 2006, p. 
19), and so I applied the interview protocols flexibly.  
Student applications. Each student completed an application in order to be 
admitted to the Academy. The application contained a candidate questionnaire, 
recommendation letters from the students’ previous English and math teachers, as well as 
from a school administrator. The application also included official transcripts from the 
students’ previous schools and SSAT score reports. The applications provided me with 
descriptive profiles of the 2014–2015 cohort as a whole, as well as profiles of individual 
students. The Academy’s administrative assistant made photocopies of each student’s 
application; she put them in a sealed manila envelope, and I retrieved them from her 
during the first week of summer orientation in July and immediately de-identified them. 
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Table 4.  
Data Sources 
Teacher/Admin data sources 
Subject Role Data source 
Mr. Campbell   Writing teacher 5 Interviews, 36 Observations 
Mrs. Leigh Literature teacher 4 Interviews, 30 Observations  
Ms. Thomas Head of school 1 Interview 
Mr. Williams Co-head of school 1 Interview 
Student data sources 
All students (n = 20) 
Diagnostics (n = 17): 
- Literary Analysis Task  
- WSPS 
Literary analysis writing 
Essay Final drafts Rough drafts Outlines Teacher checklists 
Of Mice and 
Men essay 
n = 20 n = 20 n = 0 n = 20 
“Birthday 
Party” 
paragraph 
n = 20 n = 20 n = 0 n = 0 
To Kill a 
Mockingbird 
essay  
n = 19 n = 19 n = 19 n = 19 
The Bluest 
Eye essay 
n = 20 n = 20 n = 20 n = 20 
Focal students (n = 8) 
- 3 Interviews  
Other writing:  
- Graduation speeches (n = 8) 
- Romeo and Juliet paragraphs (n = 8) 
  
75
Table 5. 
Focal Student Selection 
Profile 
LAT/WSPS 
 
 
Total 
students 
 
(n/17) 
No.  
focal 
students 
 
Focal students 
Avg/Low n = 6 (35%) 3 Kianna,  
Luiz  
Marvin 
Low/Low n = 4 (25%) 3 Abraham 
Deandre 
Elisabeth 
Avg/Avg n = 3 (18%) 1 Maya 
High/Low n = 2 (12%) 1 Katarina 
High/Avg n = 1 (6%) 0  
Low/Avg n = 1 (6%) 0  
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Table 6.  
Data Collection 
Teacher Data Collection 
Teacher Interviews Observations 
Novel Timeframe No. 
(Hrs.) 
Mr. Campbell 1 – 7/24/14 
2 – 11/17/14 
3 – 4/10/15 
4 – 6/9/15 
5 – 10/26/16 
OMM 
TKM 
TBE 
Sept.–Oct. 2014 
Oct.–Nov. 2014 
Jan.–Feb. 2015 
8 (8) 
16 (16) 
12 (12) 
 
Total = 
36 (36) 
Mrs. Leigh 1 – 7/29/14 
2 – 11/25/14 
3 – 5/19/15 
4 – 6/1/15 
OMM 
TKM 
The Chosen 
TBE 
 N/A 
Oct.–Nov. 2014 
Nov.–Dec. 2014 
Jan. 2015 
0 (0) 
14 (14) 
10 (10) 
6 (6) 
 
Total = 
30 (30) 
Focal Student Data Collection 
Student Interviews 
Abraham 1 – 10/17/14 
2 – 3/9/15 
3 – 6/10/15 
Deandre 1 – 10/27/14 
2 – 4/3/15 
3 – 6/6/15 
Elisabeth 1 – 10/7/14 
2 – 3/17/15; 4/1/15 
3 – 6/1/15 
Katarina 1 – 10/20/14 
2 – 3/4/15 
3 – 5/28/15 
Kianna 1 – 10/24/14 
2 – 4/17/15 
3 – 6/4/15 
Luiz 1 – 10/22/14 
2 – 4/15/15 
3 – 6/6/15 
Marvin 1 – 10/6/14 
2 – 4/24/15 
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3 – 6/9/15 
Maya 1 – 10/10/14 
2 – 3/29/15 
3 – 6/9/15 
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Data Analysis Procedures 
Diagnostic data analysis and focal student selection. Literary analysis writing 
task data (LAT) and writer self-perception (WSPS) survey data on the entire cohort of 
students were the means by which I purposefully selected (Patton, 2002) the focal 
students. The data informed the two important dimensions of the students’ writing 
profiles relevant to this study’s question: writing achievement and writerly identity.  
Using teacher interview and scoring of essays to determine writing 
achievement. Using a rubric I developed (see Appendix B), I scored students’ essays on 
execution across three features of an argumentative essay (i.e., claims, evidence, and 
warrants). I assigned a point value out of seven points for the three features for a total of 
21 points and assigned each student a designation of low achievement (1–7 points; 5%–
33%); average achievement (8–14 points; 38%–67%); and high achievement (15–21 
points; 71%–100%). The rubric I developed was based on Toulmin’s (1958) model of 
argument and the PARCC. I based the rubric on those sources because those are 
frequently used instruments invoked in discussions on argumentative writing in the era of 
the Common Core State Standards. I enlisted a former reading specialist and current 
curriculum coordinator as a second coder. In accordance with recommendations from 
Smagorinsky (2008), we used frequent consultations to inform the coding process of the 
writing samples. First, we scored seven essays together in order to norm to the 
expectations outlined in the rubric. Then, we used frequent consultations to reconcile 
disagreement during the scoring of the remaining essays. Most students were assigned the 
label of “low achieving writer,” which posed challenges as I attempted to identify 
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patterns across student writing achievement. In order to address this issue, I used the 
initial interview with the literature teacher Mrs. Leigh to add dimension to the writing 
scores, as she had offered observations on students’ written responses in the summer 
literature class. Taking the information from these two sources, I re-assigned the labels of 
writing achievement (see Table 2).  
Using survey scores and interviews as proxy for writing identity. I scored the 
surveys according the directions outlined by the authors of writers self-perception survey. 
The survey’s 38 statements, rooted in Bandura’s (1977, 1982) theory of self-efficacy, 
measure the following categories: (a) general progress; (b) specific progress;  
(c) observational comparison; and (d) social feedback. Students responded to the 
statements using a 5-point Likert scale (1=Strongly Disagree; 5=Strongly Agree). 
Students’ responses to each item were assigned point values ranging from 1 to 5. I added 
the points under each category to determine a raw score for each. Using the sum of raw 
scores for each category, I calculated a total score for each student. Based on those 
scores, students were identified as holding high, average, or low self-perceptions of their 
writing abilities (see Table 2). When administered to students in grades 4 to 6, reported 
Cronbach’s alpha reliabilities ranged from .87 to .91. These levels reveal good internal 
consistency among the sets of items for each category. (Alpha levels between .7 and .9 
represent good internal consistency; those above .9, excellent internal consistency.)  
Using results from both diagnostics to identify patterns of profiles across two 
dimensions. In order to identify patterns of profiles across these two dimensions, I 
entered the students’ writing achievement scores on the x-axis and their writing self-
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perception survey scores on the y-axis of a graph. I identified six clusters of points on the 
graph that were representative of the dominant writing profiles among the cohort of 
students. The profiles included the following: average achievement/low self-perception 
(n=6); low achievement/low self-perception (n=4); average achievement/average self-
perception (n=3); high achievement/low self-perception (n=2); high achievement/average 
self-perception (n=1); and low achievement/average self-perception (n=1). I selected 10 
focal students representative of the distribution of those profiles. For example, thirty-five 
percent of the entire class was identified as having average achievement and a low self-
perception, so thirty-five percent of the total number of focal students (n≈4) were selected 
as representative of that particular profile. Two focal students left the program in the 
spring. That left eight focal students. The eight focal students and their profiles are 
displayed in Table 5.  
Teacher data analysis. I analyzed the teacher data to answer the following 
research questions:  
• What was Mr. Campbell’s discourse on making literary interpretations (i.e., thesis 
statements and topic sentences)? 
• What aspects of literary reasoning did Mr. Campbell emphasize to support this 
discourse? 
• What instructional practices, tools, and texts did he employ to convey these 
points?  
• What mediators did he employ to address points of struggle?  
First, I transcribed the interviews, and with the field notes on the analytical 
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writing unit, I entered the data into the qualitative software program NVivo. (I did not 
systematically analyze the field note data from the narrative and descriptive units because 
the focus of the study was on the teacher’s discourse on analytical writing.) Second, I 
read through the interview transcripts, field notes, and artifacts in chronological order, 
and I used memos to refine the patterns that I had previously identified (during data 
collection) in Mr. Campbell’s discourse on analytical writing. Patterns included Mr. 
Campbell’s emphasis on the criteria for making effective literary interpretations; aspects 
of literary reasoning; selecting, introducing, and analyzing evidence; composing 
introductory and concluding paragraphs; conventions; style; and word awareness.  
Second, I narrowed the focus of the investigation to Mr. Campbell’s discourse on 
literary interpretations (i.e., thesis statements and topic sentences). Literary 
interpretations (or interpretative statements made about a text) are inclusive of thesis 
statements and topic sentences because both were interpretative statements: the thesis 
statement was the main interpretative statement of the essay, and the topic sentences were 
interpretative statements supportive of the thesis. I also focused on analyzing Mr. 
Campbell’s discourse on literary reasoning, or the ways of literary thinking that Mr. 
Campbell emphasized were important for making literary interpretations. I did so for two 
main reasons: (a) I found that most of the class time during the analytical writing unit had 
been spent on these topics (as opposed to the other topics of selecting, introducing, and 
analyzing evidence; composing introductory and concluding paragraphs; conventions; 
style; and word awareness); and (b) I found that the nature and content of students’ 
literary interpretations yielded the most information about how students were identifying 
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with the discourse, which was the focus of the study. Students were given the opportunity 
to make a literary interpretation on any aspect of the novel, and so literary interpretations 
were reflective of the choices students were making in regards to topics (i.e., loneliness, 
coming-of-age, societal standards of beauty), phrasing (i.e., appropriation of sentence 
frames or not), and category of literary analysis (i.e., analysis of characters, author’s 
craft, and/or theme). Given that those choices are revelatory of students’ efforts to align 
themselves with particular discourse communities (Ivanic, 1998) and this study’s focus 
was on students’ identities as writers, I selected literary interpretations as the unit of 
analysis.  
Third, I reduced the data to include only those segments that addressed literary 
interpretations and literary reasoning (i.e., Mr. Campbell’s explanations of what it meant 
to make an interpretation of a text and his discussions about thesis statements and topic 
sentences, which is how interpretations were concretized during class).  
Fourth, I reread this reduced data looking for patterns across interviews, field 
notes, and artifacts. In order to do this, I used NVivo to code the data sources (i.e., 
selecting data excerpts and assigning them to a folder or node.) Codes for literary 
reasoning, thesis statements, and all other codes are listed in Table 7.  
As I analyzed the teacher data, I also examined the instructional practices, tools, 
and texts Mr. Campbell used to teach literary interpretations. Once I tracked the patterns 
across data sources, I developed propositions about the ways the following worked 
together: aspects of literary reasoning; features of an effective thesis statement; and the 
instructional practice, tools, and texts (Miles & Huberman, 1984). For example, one 
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proposition was that Mr. Campbell used the introduction of the outline to assist students 
with crafting thesis statements that were more supportive of development into full essays. 
This and other propositions were refined through subsequent passes through the data and 
reviewed with the teacher in a member check interview. 
All student analysis. I analyzed the student data to answer to the following research 
questions:  
• How did students respond to Mr. Campbell’s discourse on making literary 
interpretations? 
• What were the points of struggle between the teacher’s discourse and students’ 
response to it? 
• How did students respond to the introduction of mediators? 
First, I transcribed the student interviews, and I entered the data into NVivo.  
Then, I read through all interview transcripts and field notes (reduced segments of data I 
described above) in chronological order, and I used memos to refine the patterns that I 
had previously identified (i.e., features of Mr. Campbell’s discourse that students were 
readily taking up in class discussions and interviews).  
Next, I reread the data for patterns in how students did not take up Mr. 
Campbell’s discourse and for how students’ discourse on literary analysis deviated from 
Mr. Campbell’s (i.e., points of struggle between teacher’s discourse and students’ 
response to it). The teacher interviews were particularly helpful for this analysis, as the 
teacher had offered his perspective on the progress students were making and the needs 
that emerged over time. I also triangulated this data with the writing class observations 
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and analysis of student work. I used memos and conceptually-themed matrices to help 
with understanding the ways students responded to Mr. Campbell’s use of instructional 
mediators.  
Finally, I selected instructional episodes from the thesis statement workshops that 
were representative of emerging codes among students’ struggles after introduction to the 
teacher’s mediators (i.e., thesis statements as not responsive to questions of how, why, or 
so what and thesis statements as not insightful and/or original), and I used the audio 
recordings to transcribe those episodes. For example, during the thesis statement 
workshop, an episode began when a student presented his/her thesis statement and ended 
when the feedback from the classroom community on that thesis statement concluded. I 
reviewed these transcripts to conduct a more fine-grained analysis of the ways students 
responded to particular mediators employed by Mr. Campbell (i.e., instructional practices 
like the thesis statement workshop and heuristics like the how/why sentence frame). Once 
I tracked the patterns across data sources, I developed propositions about how students 
responded to Mr. Campbell’s instructional techniques over time. For example, one 
proposition was that students used the how/why sentence frame to rephrase their surface 
observations of texts, rather than use it to point to deeper meanings of texts. Those 
propositions were refined with subsequent reads over the data.  
Analysis of student writing. I analyzed the student data to answer the following 
research questions:  
• When given the flexibility to make an argument about or interpretation of any 
aspect of the novel, what did students write about in their literary interpretations?  
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• How did students take up Mr. Campbell’s discourse in their literary 
interpretations?  
• How did students’ uptake shift over time?  
I read through all students’ analytical essays chronologically, and I entered the 
thesis statements (i.e., the final sentence(s) of the introductory paragraph that articulated 
the essay’s main argument or interpretation) and topic sentences (i.e., the first sentence of 
each body paragraph) into an Excel spreadsheet organized by student and novel. After 
identifying the literary interpretations for all students’ essays on Of Mice and Men, I used 
memos to identify emerging patterns within individual students’ writing and across all 
students’ writing. I also made note of what to look for in the next set of essays. I used 
memos again after reading through the essays on To Kill a Mockingbird and The Bluest 
Eye. Once I identified emerging patterns in student development across all analytical 
essays, I returned to the Of Mice and Men essays to read them a second time to see if any 
of the patterns identified in later essays were present (i.e., contextualizing characters 
within social environment of the novel). The following includes excerpts from the second 
round of memos on each novel:  
Of students who fall into the other categories of “interpretation” and “developing 
interpretation” (n = 15) most tend to treat literary analysis as discussion of the 
conflicts characters face (n = 7). That is, students identify a commonality among 
characters’ problems. For example, students discuss the differences that 
contribute to lonely existences for some of characters: Lennie’s mental 
challenges; Curley’s wife’s status as one of the few females on the ranch; and 
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Crooks’ race. Other students discuss the unfulfilled dreams experienced by 
several of the characters. It will be interesting to see if students who are 
developing their analytical skills tend to be drawn to discuss the conflicts faced by 
characters. This is something to also look out for when I look at the TKAM 
essays. (Memo, 5/18/16) 
Analytic frameworks. In order to begin identifying and naming coding categories, 
I drew upon the study’s theoretical framework. The framework used Vygotsky’s (1978) 
theory of internalization. I used this idea to look for the presence of scientific concepts 
(or what I called the authoritative features of the discourse) in students’ literary 
interpretations and the ways students appropriated the heuristics of this classroom in 
their writing. First, I coded students’ literary interpretations for the features emphasized 
by Mr. Campbell (i.e., argument, clear, supportive of development, responsive to how, 
why, and so what; insightfulness/originality).  
Second, I coded for the ways students appropriated the heuristics of the 
classroom in their writing (i.e., use of how/why sentence frame and 
conventional/unconventional sentence pattern).  
Third, I coded for students’ connections to literary analysis, as revealed through 
the topics and category of literary analysis of those interpretations.  
Focal students analysis. I analyzed the student data to answer to the following 
research question:  
• What stances did focal students adopt toward Mr. Campbell’s discourse on 
literary analysis?  
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• What cultural, historical, and social factors surrounded focal students’ 
development as writers in this classroom?  
I drew upon Bakhtin’s notions of ideological becoming, ventriloquation, 
authoritative and everyday discourses, and making a dominant discourse internally 
persuasive, as well as DiPardo, Storms, & Selland (2011) definition of stance to more 
deeply understand the focal students’ evolving perspectives on and stances toward 
analytical writing. I used these understandings of ideological becoming, ventriloquation, 
authoritative and everyday discourses, and making a discourse internally persuasive to 
document the ways the eight focal students took up the discourse on literary analysis in 
their essays and interviews. I viewed the choices students made regarding the content and 
rhetoric of their analytical essays as reflective of the ways they aligned (or not) with Mr. 
Campbell’s discourse on analytical writing. Importantly, for the analysis of focal 
students’ essays, I went beyond analysis of literary interpretations (thesis statements and 
topic sentences) to include analysis of body paragraphs; introductory; and concluding 
paragraphs.  
Through these lenses, I read through each focal student’s interviews, teachers’ 
interview segments addressing that focal student, and the analytical essays from essay 
one to essay three. I stopped after reading the data on the Of Mice and Men essay to jot 
down notes on patterns (and illustrative examples of those patterns) I had identified in the 
student’s writing. I also jotted down notes on patterns I identified in the student’s talk 
about literary analysis and in the teachers’ perspectives on the student’s development at 
that point in time. After doing so for all essays, I used a final memo to report on how 
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patterns in students’ talk about literary analysis informed the patterns I observed in their 
analytical writing development. Below, I include a sample of a memo on Abraham, one 
of the three focal students featured in the findings chapter:  
He had things he wanted to say about the books. He had things he wanted to say 
about his religious beliefs. He had things he wanted to say about his life! He 
found it easier, though, to write about books. Probably because so much more of 
the content knowledge, the topic knowledge, the data for the essay was already 
there for him. It was in the annotations. It was in the thinking he had done about 
the book. It was in the evidence and quotes he had identified. Material for writing 
was already there. It was easier, then, to work with that material to formulate a 
draft of something, to fill the blank page. (Memo, 11/30/16) 
 
Codes emerged from analyses of memos on the writing of each focal student: 
introductory paragraph-everyday stance; introductory paragraph-authoritative stance; 
heuristic-everyday stance; heuristic-authoritative stance; heuristics-variations; thesis-
identifying literary term; thesis-nodding to literary term). I began to identify 
propositional statements that accounted for the findings from essays and interviews for 
each student. For example, one propositional statement read that students who 
demonstrated a misunderstanding of genre features (i.e., unclear about what was meant 
by “going deep”) did not attend to those features in their writing. I checked the veracity 
of those statements against disconfirming evidence. Finally, I reduced the propositional 
statements to three general statements that characterized the stances of focal student: 
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ventriloquating through the discourse; passing on the discourse; and making the 
discourse internally persuasive. 
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Table 7.  
Coding Scheme 
Classroom Discourse on Literary Interpretations 
Research Questions: What was Mr. Campbell’s discourse on making literary interpretations (i.e., thesis statements and topic sentences)?  
 
Data Sources: Field notes (writing class observations), writing teacher interviews, classroom artifacts 
Feature Definition Example 
Thesis Statement As 
- Argument or interpretation Any time teacher mentions that a thesis 
statement (or topic sentence) must make 
an argument about the novel. Other 
comments about arguability may include 
the following ideas:  
- taking a stance 
- point one is trying to prove  
- more than a summary 
- beyond plot 
“This is by far the most important one on here. ‘My intro 
contains a thesis statement, and makes an argument or 
interpretation,’ but this is the—I think, like I said, this is the 
crux of being able to write a good analytical essay is having 
some argument or interpretation that then you support and 
flush out in the body paragraphs.” 
 
- Supportive of Development Any time teacher mentions that a thesis 
statement must be able to support 
development in 3 body paragraphs. 
Other comments about this aspect of 
interpretation include the following: 
 
- need to include 3 examples/pieces of 
evidence from the text 
Mr. Campbell explains that the thesis statement should be 
“not too big” and “not too small” but just right such that it 
could “branch into three different body paragraphs” 
 
 
- Clear Any time teacher mentions that a thesis 
statement must be clear. Other 
comments about this aspect of 
interpretation include the following: 
 
- not vague 
- precise 
- one sentence 
“practice by reading [the thesis statement] aloud, read it to a 
friend, get some feedback on it, and make sure it is crystal 
clear” 
 
“Is your thesis clear and specific –instead of confusing or 
vague?” 
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- Responsive to Questions of how, 
why, or so what 
Any time teacher mentions that a thesis 
statement leaves the reader wondering.  
- may specify by saying the statement 
leaves the reader wondering how, why or 
so what.  
- typically invokes this idea when 
considering whether the thesis statement 
makes an argument. 
“understand why all of the details are there…why the writer 
used the words that she did and the sentences in the way that 
she did”  and “what does it mean, and what is [the author] 
trying to…emphasize?” and “how that signals a certain 
theme”  
- Insightful and Original Any time teacher makes references to 
thesis statements that “go deeper”; may 
also be invoked when teacher makes 
requests for how, why, and so what. 
 
 
Another way teacher discusses this is by 
referencing thesis statements that are 
unconventional (i.e., statements 
presenting interpretations that are 
alternative to conventional reads.  
Sula: There aren’t many people that would have thought of 
it. It’s very authentic.  
Mr. Campbell: It’s original. Normally being a hero isn’t 
about being an outsider – but she’s saying that it’s the 
loners and outsiders. 
Topic Sentences Reference to supporting thesis with 
analytical topic sentences (or mini thesis 
statements).   
 “Your topic sentence, guys, the first sentences of your body 
paragraphs. A lot of you need to improve them. You'll see a 
lot of little comments jotted down next to your topic 
sentences. Remember when you have a topic sentence, it 
should state an argument or make a point that you're going 
to make in your paragraph.”  
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Classroom Discourse on Literary Reasoning 
Research Question: What aspects of literary reasoning did Mr. Campbell emphasize to support this discourse? 
 
Data Sources: Field notes (writing class observations), writing teacher interviews, classroom artifacts 
Aspect Definition Example 
Multiple and personal References to interpretations as shaped 
by the individual perspectives of readers 
and references to there not being one, 
correct interpretation 
“it shows an important point about writing and analytical 
writing.  In order to make an interesting interpretation in a 
paper, you want to come up with some kind of thesis or 
argument that you can try to prove. Even though he's having 
banter with the girl at the bar, what he's doing is making an 
interpretation of the book that stands out to her.” 
Levels of text Any time the teacher references to 
analysis as identifying surface meanings 
of texts to get to deeper meanings. He 
also references analyzing parts of a text 
to get to the bigger meanings of the text.  
Mr. Campbell talks about how analysis comes from the verb 
to analyze, which means to break into parts and explain how 
each part works. He talks about Patriots winning the game 
last night, and he discusses how students could do an 
“analysis” of why the Patriots won or why they lost. You 
can analyze anything - we just happen to be analyzing 
literature in this class. 
 
Conventional/Unconventional Any times the teacher references  
conventional and unconventional 
interpretations of text.  
Cedric: Most people wouldn’t think [that Old Man and the 
Sea is a love story]. It makes you feel curiosity.  
Michael: It makes you want to find an answer.  
Abraham: It is against what most people think.  
Mr. Campbell: Actually it’s about y (not x). Like she’s 
going to let us in on a little secret. 
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Instructional Mediators 
Research Question: What instructional practices, tools, and texts did he employ to convey these points?  
 
Data Sources: Field notes (writing class observations), writing teacher interviews, classroom artifacts 
Aspect Definition Example 
Mediators 
Instructional Practices   
- Thesis statement workshop Each student presents thesis statement, and others (teacher and 
students) make comments and question the student (i.e., 
comments on arguability, clarity, and/or scope of statement; 
requests for clarification, textual support, and/or depth) 
 
- Short, analytical writing 
tasks 
Students read short texts (i.e., poem or short story) or view film 
clip; independently annotate the text; discuss annotations with 
each other; and use that thinking to generate a thesis statement 
or compose an analytical paragraph on the text.   
- Blind man film thesis statement 
- “Birthday Party” analytical paragraph  
- “Those Winter Sundays” thesis statement 
 
Thinking tools (Heuristics) These tools functioned as heuristics. They stimulated students 
to differently frame their literary interpretations (i.e., identify 
literary techniques that pointed to literary themes and to 
consider how their interpretations stood in opposition to other, 
more conventional interpretations).  
       -How/why sentence frame 
       -Conventional/unconventional sentence      
pattern (also taken up as surface/deeper 
sentence frame) 
       
 
Writing tools These were tools that students consulted throughout the writing 
process. They provided the cues necessary to engage the steps 
of planning, drafting, and revising (e.g., essay checklist, task 
sheets; list of quotes; model essays; Old Man and the Sea 
outline; and thesis statement self-assessment). 
For example, the outline functioned as a 
“test” for students to determine whether or not 
their thesis statements supported development 
into a full analytical essay.  
  
Texts 
Novels - Of Mice and Men 
- To Kill a Mockingbird 
- The Bluest Eye 
Films - Equalizer trailer 
- Blind man film clip 
 
Short Story - “Birthday Party” 
Poem - “Those Winter Sundays” 
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Students’ Struggles With Literary Interpretations 
Research Question: What were the points of struggle between the teacher’s discourse and students’ response to it? 
 
Data Sources: Field notes (writing class observations); analytical essays; writing teacher interviews; focal student interviews; classroom 
artifacts 
Code Definition Example 
Thesis statements as general 
observations, not interpretative 
statements 
Guiding students to distinguish between 
observations and interpretative thesis 
statements 
Mr. Campbell: Elisabeth, you’re totally right. But no one 
would argue it. So clear.  
Thesis statements as not supportive of 
development into full essay 
Identifying thesis statement as too 
limited or too broad in scope, or 
requesting that students identify specific 
examples of text evidence  
T: Do you have those (3 quotes)?  
Berko: I don’t have quotes. I have [general] points in the 
story.  
T: [That] could be a recipe for disaster. 
 
Topic sentences not analytical  Requests to change topic sentences that 
summarize to ones that analyze 
“state your argument [in the topic sentence], not just a fact 
from the novel” 
Thesis statements with vague 
language  
Requests to replace vague language in 
thesis statement with more precise, 
concrete language 
Example 1:  
“If you find phrases like that in your own writing, that’s 
usually a sign that you need to nail down what you’re 
actually talking about – I think Tiffany meant something 
really clear [by] ‘what life is like.’ She meant what she just 
said - like racism or injustice. Once she gets that down, that 
helps the rest of her argument become clear.” 
 
Example 2:  
Maya’s thesis statement states that the novel uses tough love 
to show friendship between characters.  
Mr. Campbell: [It could be] tweaked a little bit. [Maybe] 
“uses examples of love”? 
Mr. Campbell then describes how Maya could replace 
abstract language like “love” and “friendship” with more 
concrete language. He asks what details, what characters is 
the novel using?  
Thesis statements as not responsive to 
questions of how, why, or so what 
Requests for students to respond to 
questions of how, why, or so what in 
Example 1: 
“Most of you guys are going to have to do this in your thesis 
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their thesis statements statement. If you have a factual statement if you wanna go 
deeper, you have to ask one of those questions, like how, 
why, or so what? Right now, your thesis statement is making 
a point, but it's not going that deeper step of asking why it's 
true.” 
 
Example 2:  
Elisabeth reads her thesis statement about how George 
made right decision to kill Lenny. 
Mr. Campbell: Elisabeth, you’re totally right. But no one 
would argue it. So clear. Why do you think John 
Steinbeck wrote a novel that ends this way?  
Thesis statements as not insightful 
and/or original  
Requests for students to develop more 
original and/or insightful thesis 
statements 
 “Select characters that are meaningful. [It’s] probably going 
to be an interesting essay if you steer clear of obvious 
clichés. George and Lennie probably [do have a] 
significant relationship but make sure it’s insightful, goes 
deeper than [the] surface.”  
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Instructional Mediators and Student Response 
Research Question:  
• What mediators did the teacher employ to address those points of struggle?   
• How did students respond to those mediators? 
 
Data Sources: Field notes (writing class observations); analytical essays; writing teacher interviews; focal student interviews; classroom 
artifacts 
 
Mediators 
 
Instructional Practices 
Thesis statement workshop  
inquiry 
Each student presents thesis statement, and others (teacher and students) make comments and question 
the student  (i.e., comments on arguability, clarity, and/or scope of statement; requests for clarification, 
textual support, and/or depth) 
- rephrase In response to questioning, students rearrange the words of the statement. 
- clarify In response to questioning about arguability, scope, and/or clarity, students replace vague language in 
the thesis statement with concrete language and/or list the three examples that will serve as support in 
the body paragraphs.  
-how/why-clarify When pressed to consider how, why, or so what, the student does not revise statement to respond to 
these questions but clarifies the statement (as defined above).  
- transform In response to questioning, students revises the statement to respond to the questions of how, why, and 
so what 
Heuristics 
How/why sentence frame In this frame, the thesis statement identified the literary technique used by the author (i.e., the how) and 
the particular effect that (i.e., the why or so what):  
 
The author uses _______ to communicate ______.  
 
    - surface level The student uses the heuristic to discuss surface observations of text (i.e., experiences of characters).  
    - deeper level The student uses the heuristic to discuss deeper observations of text (i.e., themes).  
Conventional/unconventional 
sentence pattern 
A complex sentence pattern, introduced by the teacher acknowledging a conventional interpretation of 
the story (i.e., what most people think) and then state in the independent clause their unconventional 
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interpretation: Although (dependent clause) , (independent clause). 
 
       -weak contrast Students use the sentence pattern, and the phrases students supplied for each side of the frame were not 
in strong enough opposition to each other for the pattern to fulfill its intended purpose. 
       -strong contrast Students use the sentence pattern, and the phrases students supplied for each side of the frame were in 
strong enough opposition to each other for the pattern to fulfill its intended purpose. 
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STUDENT WRITING DEVELOPMENT  
Taking Up Classroom Discourse 
Research Question:  
• How did students take up Mr. Campbell’s discourse in their literary interpretations? 
• How did students’ uptake shift over time?  
 
Data Sources: Analytical essays 
Code Definition Example 
Degree of Interpretation 
developing interpretation; also called 
“close to text” 
(least sophisticated) 
 
The thesis makes an accurate 
observation of the story, but it borders 
on plot summary. 
Michael states that Lennie has difficulties making progress 
during the Depression era. This statement stays very close to 
the text in that it states the setting and that a main character 
faces conflicts in this setting. Had the thesis speculated as to 
why Lennie, in particular, faces challenges in the 
circumstances brought about by the GD, then it would be 
closer to an interpretation.   
basic interpretation; also called 
“pattern finding”  
 
The thesis presents a clear point of view 
on the story (typically by identifying a 
pattern), but the statement tends to be 
obvious, vague, and/or overly general.  
 
Luiz states that Lennie’s attachment to soft things prevents 
him and George from attaining their dreams. Luiz identifies 
a specific pattern in the story, but it is an obvious one. 
strong interpretation; also called 
“taking a stand” 
(most sophisticated) 
 
The thesis presents a strong point of 
view on the story (i.e., makes an 
arguable statement) and shares two of 
the following three qualities: 
insightfulness, specificity, or originality.   
Specific and insightful, Abe argues the book is making a 
clear statement on the nature of love, and these three 
characters’ lives are illustrative of that statement. The 
statement is complex in that it does not treat theme as a 
subject (“love”), but as a comment on a subject. 
Code Definition 
Scope and Clarity of Thesis 
Statement  
 
-not supportive of development 
 
The main interpretation does not forecast a clear structure for the essay, and the essay does not alert the 
reader to what will be argued. 
-somewhat supportive of development 
 
The main interpretation alerts the reader to what the essay will analyze, but not how that argument 
forecasts a structure for the essay. 
-supportive of development 
 
The main interpretation (i.e., thesis statements) either implicitly or explicitly forecasts an analytical 
structure for the essay – that is, it provides some indication of the three pieces of evidence that will be 
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analyzed in the body paragraphs and sets up the reader for what will be argued. 
Degree of Analysis Evident  
in Topic Sentences 
-not analytical 
 
summarizes the plot, or it takes another stance that is not analytical to start the conversation in the body 
paragraph 
-somewhat analytical 
 
announces the example that will be discussed, or it is an unclear analytical statement, or it focuses on 
half of the min argument 
-analytical 
 
states an argument or makes a point that student makes in body paragraph; a “mini thesis statement” 
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Category of Literary Analysis 
Research Question: When given the flexibility to make an argument about or interpretation of any aspect of the novel, what did students write 
about in their literary interpretations? 
Data Sources: Analytical essays 
Category Definition 
Characters The essay makes an interpretation of characters: who characters are, how they develop, and/or why 
they behave in the ways that they do. 
Characters-Theme The essay makes an interpretation of the characters’ experiences and suggests a connection between the 
characters’ experiences and the novel’s theme, but the interpretation does not make that connection 
explicit.  
Theme The essay makes an interpretation of the novel’s theme or meaning. 
Author’s Craft 
 
The essay makes an interpretation of how a particular move by the author or the book (i.e., use of 
figurative language, plot device, characters’ experiences) is used to make a comment on the 
character(s) or the theme. 
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Stances Adopted Toward Literary Analysis 
Research Question: What stances did focal students take up toward Mr. Campbell’s discourse on literary analysis?  
Data Sources: Analytical essays, focal student interviews, reading and teacher interviews 
Stance Definition 
Ventriloquating Through Includes the following features in writing: 
- attempt to take up awareness of author’s craft through appropriation of sentence frame/pattern but 
does not use to interrogate deeper levels of text  
-see-sawing between first- and third-person 
Includes the following features in interviews:   
- reports alignment with goals of discourse 
Passing On Includes the following features in writing: 
- introductory paragraph/everyday stance 
- reliance on everyday discourses as point of entry into making interpretation 
- see-sawing between first- and third-person 
Includes the following features in interviews:   
- challenging/questioning/lacking understanding of discourse goals (i.e., point of view, requests for 
depth)  
Making Internally Persuasive  Includes the following features in writing: 
- using sentence frame/pattern to interrogate levels of text throughout essay 
- introductory and concluding paragraphs/authoritative stance 
- variations on heuristic 
Includes the following features in interviews:   
- embraces goals of discourse 
- attempts to actively merge conflict between personal goals and goals of discourse (i.e., empowered by 
expectation of originality) 
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CHAPTER FOUR: DISCOURSE ON LITERARY INTERPRETATIONS 
This chapter reports on the writing classroom’s discourse on one aspect of 
analytical writing: the making of literary interpretations. Particularly, the chapter 
responds to the following three research questions:  
1. What was Mr. Campbell’s discourse on making literary interpretations (i.e., thesis 
statements and topic sentences)? What aspects of literary reasoning did he 
emphasize to support this discourse? What instructional practices, tools, and texts 
did he employ to convey these points?  
2. How did students respond to Mr. Campbell’s discourse on making literary 
interpretations? What were the points of tension between the teacher’s discourse 
and students’ response to it?  
3. What mediators did the teacher employ to address those points of tension? How 
did students respond to those mediators?  
Overview of Findings 
Mr. Campbell used a combination of instructional practices to emphasize three 
particular aspects of literary reasoning: 
1. There were various interpretations of a piece of literature (not one, correct 
interpretation), and as such, students were to think independently to generate and 
develop their own interpretations of the texts they read.  
2. There were multiple layers to a text that were reflective of deliberate choices 
made by the author. Students were to use the surface observations about language 
to get to the deeper observations about the meaning of the text.  
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3. There were conventional and unconventional interpretations of a piece of 
literature.  
These general understandings of literary analysis informed Mr. Campbell’s expectations 
for what characterized an effective literary interpretation2. He outlined five specific 
features:  
1. Should be an argument or interpretation of literature. 
2. Should support development into three body paragraphs (i.e., elaborated on 
through “mini thesis statements” or “topic sentences”) 
3. Should be clear.  
4. Should answer the questions “how,” “why,” or “so what.” 
5. Should be insightful and/or original.  
In response to Mr. Campbell’s discourse on literary interpretations, students experienced 
several points of cognitive struggle with features one through three. Through a 
combination of instructional practices, tools, and texts that assisted students’ thinking 
with these aspects of the discourse, students moved beyond those struggles. In response 
to features four and five, students experienced points of cognitive and affective struggle (I 
refer to these as “points of tension”). While some students moved beyond the points of 
tension after the introduction of instructional mediators, many did not.  
This chapter reports on all aspects of Mr. Campbell’s discourse and the ways 
students responded. In this chapter, I discuss Mr. Campbell’s discourse on the five 
features of an effective literary interpretation and explain the aspects of literary reasoning 
                                                        
2 For analytical essays, Mr. Campbell expected students to craft one main interpretation 
(the “thesis statement”) and three supporting interpretations (the “topic sentences”). 
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he tied to those features. During this discussion, I provide brief explanations of the ways 
Mr. Campbell used instructional practices, tools, and texts to convey the five expectations 
of an effective thesis statement and reinforce the three aspects of literary reasoning3. 
Then, I discuss the ways in which students responded to the first three expectations—
particularly, the cognitive struggles they experienced in taking up these features. Finally, 
I explain the ways Mr. Campbell mediated students’ understandings, attempting to move 
students beyond those points of struggle, and I examine the students’ responses to his 
attempts.  
Mr. Campbell’s Discourse on Literary Interpretations 
Mr. Campbell explained that crafting a thesis statement was “the crux of being 
able to write a good analytical essay” (Interview 1) and as such, a successful one would 
support the writing of a student’s entire essay. Toward this end, he communicated the 
features of a successful thesis statement. Mr. Campbell explicitly named the first three 
features (i.e., thesis statement as argument, clear, and supportive of development) at the 
beginning of the analytical writing unit as essential for the crafting of an effective thesis 
statement. While he mentioned the two other features (i.e., thesis statement as 
original/insightful and responsive to the questions of why and how), he did not formalize 
their inclusion until the writing of the second analytical essay (see Figure 2). He used a 
combination of instructional practices, tools, and texts to introduce and reinforce each of 
these features at multiple points across the twelve-week unit. In the following sections, I 
                                                        
3 Mr. Campbell used the instructional practices, tools, and texts in various combinations 
throughout the unit in integrated, interdependent ways, but in order to clearly illustrate 
them, I choose one or two to highlight for each of the five features and aspects of literary 
reasoning.  
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explicate each of the five features of an effective thesis statement. For three of the 
features (i.e., thesis statement as argument; thesis statement as responsive to “how” and 
“why”; and thesis statement as original/insightful), I also discuss the aspects of literary 
reasoning Mr. Campbell connected to that particular feature. 
Literary Analysis as Open to Individual Interpretation and Thesis Statement as Argument 
Mr. Campbell explained that the most important feature of a thesis statement was 
that it was an interpretation or argument. Specifically, Mr. Campbell defined a successful 
thesis statement as one that “makes an argument or interpretation that’s interesting and 
that someone else could possibly dispute . . . it’s a stance that the writer could make the 
case for” (Interview, 7/24/14).  
Mr. Campbell connected this feature of an effective thesis to the following aspect 
of literary reasoning: there could be multiple interpretations of one text, and those 
interpretations were shaped by readers’ perspectives. This understanding supported the 
notion that one’s individual interpretation could be disputed by another’s different 
interpretation. In one instance, he used students’ discussion of a film clip to introduce this 
aspect of literary reasoning and explain why it was important to think about texts in this 
way. He showed students a trailer for the film The Equalizer (Fuqua, 2014), in which two 
characters—a man and a young girl—shared their interpretations of the novella The Old 
Man and the Sea (Hemingway, 1952). Prior to viewing the scene, Mr. Campbell prepared 
students for the discussion that was to follow, “There’s going to be some literary analysis 
in this preview, and I want to see if you agree or disagree with it” (Field Notes, 9/29/14). 
Following their viewing, students exchanged ideas about whether or not they agreed with 
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the man’s interpretation of The Old Man and the Sea (as they had read and discussed the 
novella with each other during a summer literature class). Mr. Campbell then made the 
connection to what it would mean for students to make an interpretation of literature in 
analytical essays:  
In order to make an interesting interpretation in a paper, you want to come up 
with some kind of thesis or argument that you can try to prove. Even though he’s 
having banter with the girl, what he’s doing is making an interpretation of the 
book that stands out to him. [...] [It’s an] interesting way to think about reading, 
too. When you’re reading things, you should try to think about the meaning - why 
the book matters - and how that meaning is conveyed. [...] Ultimately, you want 
to arrive at some big interpretation that you can argue in a paper. (Field Notes, 
9/29/14) 
Through this activity, Mr. Campbell communicated several important things about 
literary reasoning and thesis statements that were developed further in subsequent classes. 
First, individuals make interpretations of literature that “[stand] out” to them, as the man 
had in the movie trailer. An individual’s particular perspective and circumstances may 
shape their points of view on text, and so, there was not one correct way to interpret a 
piece of literature.  
Second, he emphasized an interpretation as an “argument” that students would 
“prove.” By inviting students to agree or disagree with the man’s interpretation in the 
film clip, Mr. Campbell conveyed that an interpretation could be disputed. Beyond a 
summary or observation, students were to take a stance on their interpretation of a book. 
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In fact, a summary, Mr. Campbell advised, “[was] a dead end . . . .Otherwise, it [would 
be] painful to write a paper” (Field Notes, 10/3/14). A summary statement would not 
provide enough grist for the student to develop an argument. 
Third, he emphasized that students’ interpretations could speculate about the 
“meaning” of a piece and “how that meaning is conveyed.” (This aspect of literary 
interpretations will be fully explicated in a later section.) 
Task sheets reinforced notion of literary interpretation as individual 
argument. Mr. Campbell employed the tool of task sheets to support this notion that 
literary interpretations were to be made in light of readers’ points of view on text. For 
each essay, Mr. Campbell administered a task sheet that granted students flexibility in 
choosing the topic of each analytical essay. These sheets typically listed between seven 
and ten suggested topics on the novel students could write about, but there was always 
the option for students to use their own observations to generate a thesis statement. For 
example, rather than prescribing students respond to a given prompt, the task sheet for the 
Of Mice and Men essay prompted students in the following way: 
You should attempt to use your own annotations and brainstorming to come up 
with your argument or interpretation about Of Mice and Men. Think about the 
events that stood out to you. What do they have in common? How do you think 
they contribute to a bigger theme or meaning in the novel? (Of Mice and Men 
Task Sheet, 10/3/14) 
Here, Mr. Campbell asked students to build interpretations based on their “own 
annotations” of the novel. On these task sheets (one administered for each of the three 
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assigned essays), he did not privilege one topic over another; rather, he encouraged 
students to write about something that emerged from their particular “observations” of 
the novel (Field Notes, 9/29/14). On an essay checklist distributed to students, Mr. 
Campbell summarized the expectation as follows: “My intro contains a thesis statement 
that makes an argument or interpretation” (Essay checklist, 10/13/14; see Appendix P) 
and on a later handout as “Does your thesis make an argument or does it merely 
summarize or state a fact?” (To Kill a Mockingbird handout, 11/3/14; see Appendix S). 
As such, Mr. Campbell provided space for students to choose the topic of each essay and 
develop points of views on the novels that were relevant and meaningful to them. This 
feature, Mr. Campbell emphasized, was the most important aspect of an effective thesis 
statement. The second most important aspect was making sure that the argument in the 
thesis statement lent itself to be developed into three body paragraphs.  
Thesis Statement as Supportive of Development Into Three Body Paragraphs 
According to Mr. Campbell, the second most important feature of a successful 
thesis statement was that the argument should support development into three body 
paragraphs. The thesis statement should be “not too big” and “not too small” but just 
right such that it could “branch into three different body paragraphs” (Field Notes, 
9/29/14). He cautioned students against developing an interpretation that they could not 
back up with evidence. In such a case, students might put themselves in a position where 
they would have to “BS [their] way through [the essay]” (Field Notes, 10/3/14). In 
keeping with this idea, Mr. Campbell would prompt students during writing workshops 
with the common refrains of “[Can] you prove it?” (Field Notes, 12/18/14) and “Can you 
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give us the three [examples] that you’ve planned out so far?” (Field Notes, 1/30/15).  
Mr. Campbell also discussed the relationship between the evidence aspect of the 
thesis statement and the essay’s structure. He emphasized that the thesis statement should 
“forecast some structure for the essay” (Interview 1). Mr. Campbell demonstrated what 
this looked like by examining the thesis statements of model essays. In one instance prior 
to writing an essay on To Kill a Mockingbird, students examined a model essay’s thesis 
statement, and Mr. Campbell explained how the statement suggested a structure for the 
essay:  
Students read the following thesis statement from a former student’s model essay 
on To Kill a Mockingbird: The novel celebrates three characters in particular—
Atticus, Mrs. Dubose, and Boo Radley—as examples of the individual’s 
superiority to the group. 
Mr. Campbell: Can you . . . see how [the thesis statement] sets up three 
examples—she’ll be able to focus on Atticus, Ms. Dubose, and Boo Radley?  
Students: Yes.  
Mr. Campbell: They’ll all be distinct, and she’ll have good material for each of 
them. (Field Notes, 11/3/14; To Kill a Mockingbird Handout, 11/3/14) 
Mr. Campbell continued the discussion to show how each of the three examples provided 
the topic for each of the three body paragraphs. While the writer in this model essay 
explicitly named the three pieces of evidence in the thesis statement, Mr. Campbell did 
not mandate that students do it in this way. He explained,  
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I don’t force them to have the three-part thesis that a lot English teachers love, 
where it’s like, ‘This is my argument because,’ and then list three— I’m not quite 
as demanding about everything intersecting like that. (Interview 1) 
Mr. Campbell communicated that the thesis statement could imply what the evidence 
might be. On a handout administered to students, which included a list of questions 
students were to use assess their own thesis statements, he worded the expectation in the 
following way: “Does your thesis state or suggest three examples or parts of the 
argument?” (To Kill a Mockingbird handout, 11/3/14; bold added for emphasis). The 
topic sentences of each body paragraph, however, needed to be more explicit about how 
those pieces of evidence connected to the main interpretation or argument.  
Another feature of Mr. Campbell’s discourse on this aspect of literary 
interpretations was that the body paragraphs should be guided by topic sentences, which 
he said were like “mini thesis statement[s].” As “the first sentences of [their] body 
paragraphs,” the topic sentences also explicitly tied each piece of evidence to the main 
thesis statement. In other words, the topic sentences “explain[ed] and present[ed] one of 
the parts of [the] thesis statement” (Field Notes, 10/10/14). The topic sentence, he said, 
should not summarize the story or state a fact because then the statement would not give 
the student enough traction to develop and support the idea in the rest of the body 
paragraph.  
List of quotes and outline became required planning tools. Mr. Campbell used 
the requirement to compose a list of 10 quotes and the outline as tools to emphasize the 
expectation for evidentiary support and topic sentences. Mr. Campbell introduced the 
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outline at the outset of the analytical writing unit, but he did not require its use (along 
with the list of quotes) until students wrote their second essay on To Kill a Mockingbird. 
First, has tasked students with compiling 10 quotes that would be worthy of analyzing in 
their essay. Second, he had students complete an outline. On the outline, he asked 
students to list the thesis statement, topic sentences, and evidence they were going to use 
in the essay. The outline served as a “test” for students to decide whether or not their 
thesis statements were indeed supportive of development into three body paragraphs 
(Field Notes, 10/31/14). If the thesis statement did not pass the test, that was an indication 
to a student that his/her thesis statement needed to be revised.  
To conclude, in addition to the first expectation that the thesis statement make an 
argument about or interpretation of the novel, Mr. Campbell’s second expectation was 
that the main argument lent itself to be developed and supported with evidence. Mr. 
Campbell provided students with a practical reason to fulfill this expectation: if the main 
argument were not complex enough, the thesis statement and supporting topic sentences 
would leave students at a “dead end” with little to argue. Furthermore, over time, he 
employed tools (e.g., outline; model essay) that more explicitly conveyed to students how 
to ensure their thesis statement met these expectations.  
Thesis Statement as Clear 
Mr. Campbell also emphasized that an effective thesis statement is clear. There 
were two main ways Mr. Campbell talked about a thesis statement’s clarity. First, the 
thesis statement had to be clear in that the reader should “know exactly what [the writer] 
mean[s] and … what [the writer is] trying to prove” (Field Notes, 10/3/14). In other 
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words, the reader should be able to understand the writer’s main argument, and whether 
the three supporting points were implied or explicitly stated, and the reader should have 
some sense of how the writer would develop that argument. Accordingly, Mr. Campbell 
increasingly tied the expectation of clarity of the thesis statement to the expectation that it 
supported development into three paragraphs. Second, Mr. Campbell encouraged students 
to avoid “abstract” or “vague” language in their thesis statements (Field Notes, 10/3/14; 
10/24/14), encouraging students to use precise and concrete language. He suggested that 
students “practice by reading [the thesis statement] aloud, read it to a friend, get some 
feedback on it, and make sure it is crystal clear” (Field Notes, 1/26/15). He included this 
expectation in the list of questions on the self-assessment handout, “Is your thesis clear 
and specific –instead of confusing or vague?” (To Kill a Mockingbird handout, 11/3/14). 
In conclusion, Mr. Campbell demonstrated that an effective thesis statement is clear when 
it uses specific, precise language to show what the writer is trying to prove.  
Literary Analysis as Investigating Layers of Text and Thesis Statement as Responsive to 
Questions of “How” and “Why” 
Mr. Campbell put forth a second perspective on literary reasoning, which 
informed an additional aspect of an effective thesis statement. He suggested that to be 
analytical writers, students needed to be analytical readers. That is, students were to 
analyze the parts of a text and explain how those parts contributed to the whole. Mr. 
Campbell wanted students to understand that the author’s choices about language and 
words were deliberate. As such, he encouraged students to investigate surface and deeper 
layers of text by thinking of reading in the following ways:  
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• First, students should make observations at the surface level of text (i.e., the 
author’s use of word choice, sentence construction, and literary techniques) and 
“understand why all of the details are there … why the writer used the words that 
she did and the sentences in the way that she did” (Field Notes, 10/24/14).  
• Second, students should ask themselves “what does it mean, and what is [the 
author] trying to … emphasize?” (Field Notes, 10/31/14) and “how that signals a 
certain theme” (Interview, 10/26/16).  
In other words, Mr. Campbell encouraged students to notice details in the texts they read 
and then determine why the author may have included those details. 
To reinforce this aspect of literary reasoning, Mr. Campbell engaged students in 
close reading of shorter texts (i.e., short film, short story, and poem). First, he encouraged 
students to annotate these shorter texts line-by-line or scene-by-scene. Mr. Campbell 
communicated to students that by reading shorter texts, like the short story, they could 
practice their analytical skills “a paragraph at a time” (Field Notes, 10/17/14). Using the 
practice of annotation, students tracked their observations. Part of this exercise, he said, 
was for students to act like a “metal detector” and “develop a radar for phrases that are 
charged, stand out … that shows the writer is trying to say something” (Field Notes, 
10/17/14). Second, Mr. Campbell asked students to consider what it was the writer was 
trying to say through the inclusion of these details, why those details mattered, or what 
theme or meaning those details conveyed.  
Mr. Campbell connected this aspect of literary reasoning (i.e., texts have layers) 
to an additional feature of an effective thesis statement: the thesis statement should not 
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leave the reader wondering how, why, or so what. The thesis statement may identify the 
literary technique used by the author to create a particular effect (i.e., the how) and/or 
explain why an author produced a particular effect (i.e., the why or so what). In this way, 
the analytical writer was able to demonstrate that s/he has considered both the surface and 
deeper levels of text. Prompting students to consider the questions of “how” and “why,” 
as it related to students’ thesis statements, was one of the most frequently referenced 
features by Mr. Campbell—showing up during each of the four thesis statement and topic 
sentence workshops. While he referenced the idea at the beginning of the unit, he did not 
formally add it to the list of features of an effective thesis statement until the second 
essay (“Does your thesis leave someone wondering, “So what?,” “How?,” or “Why?;” 
Self-assessment handout, 11/3/14).  
Heuristic paired with guided inquiry. Mr. Campbell used one tool and one 
instructional practice to further emphasize this particular feature: a sentence frame that 
functioned as a heuristic and inquiry discussions during thesis statement workshops. Mr. 
Campbell introduced the sentence frame during the first class of the unit and referred to it 
frequently throughout the three months (Field Notes, 9/29/14). The sentence frame stated 
the following:  
The author (or novel) used ________ in order to communicate ________.  
In the first blank, students were to write an observation about language, a particular plot 
element, or literary technique (i.e., “the how”), and in the second blank, students were to 
write the meaning of the book conveyed by that technique (i.e., “the why” or “so what”). 
Mr. Campbell explained that he meant for this frame to function as a heuristic and 
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stimulate students to think about these different levels of text. Referring to it in an 
interview as a “starting point” and “never just an end” (Interview 5), Mr. Campbell 
described wanting to get students to think about literary analysis in a way that they had 
perhaps not thought about before.  
Mr. Campbell also used inquiry discussions during workshops in order to 
emphasize this and other features of thesis statements. During the thesis statement 
workshop, students submitted their statements for the classroom writing community’s 
review. The workshop ran much like a critique in an art class would. First, Mr. Campbell 
distributed a handout containing every student’s thesis statement (students had submitted 
them to him the night before via Google Docs). Next, one by one, students read the first 
drafts of their thesis statements out loud to the class. Mr. Campbell and students then 
offered comments on to what extent the drafts met the criteria of an effective thesis 
statement. During these discussions, Mr. Campbell would offer students all kinds of 
follow-up questions, but as it related to this particular feature, he would press students to 
go deeper with their observations: “Why would the author spend so much time on this?” 
and “What does it mean?” (Field Notes, 9/29/14). The students, then, would attempt to 
answer his questions about their own thesis statements, or other students would jump in 
to offer feedback and assistance.  
In sum, Mr. Campbell urged students to make sure their thesis statements did not 
leave the reader wondering how, why, or so what, and he used the idea of texts and layers 
to undergird his point. He employed the instructional practices of short analytical writing 
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tasks and thesis statement workshops, as well as the heuristic/sentence frame in order to 
further support students’ understandings of this aspect of analytical writing.  
Thesis Statement as Insightful or Original 
Finally, Mr. Campbell explained to students that an effective thesis statement 
should also be insightful or original. Mr. Campbell explained that students’ 
interpretations should be “original” in that students should communicate their own points 
of view on the text. In an interview, he elaborated,  
[I] tried hard to make it seem like there wasn’t one right paper or one right 
interpretation, but that there are multiple ones … not … this answer the teacher is 
getting you to (Interview 5).  
Mr. Campbell wanted students to craft thesis statements that were particular to the ways 
they interpreted the novel. Along these lines, it was important to Mr. Campbell that 
students practice developing their own thinking. This idea had a lot in common with 
other features of an effective thesis statement and aspects of literary reasoning. He 
emphasized “originality,” as it related to the notion that students were to make arguments 
about or interpretations of texts that were different from their peers. One student 
possesses one way of interpreting the text, and another student might dispute that 
interpretation. As such, Mr. Campbell communicated to students the importance of 
developing an original interpretation of a novel that reflected their “insightful 
interpretation[s] as readers” (Interview 1). This feature, too, was added to the list of 
questions on a self-assessment handout administered to students prior to writing their 
essays on To Kill a Mockingbird (see Figure 3). In addition, his references to 
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“originality” and “insightfulness” often accompanied requests for students to go deeper 
with their interpretations. Students were to make their interpretations more insightful by 
considering the questions of how, why, and so what.  
In between the writing of the first and second analytical essays, Mr. Campbell 
emphasized a third aspect of literary reasoning related to the idea of originality: there are 
conventional and unconventional interpretations of a piece of literature. He explicitly 
taught a complex sentence pattern, which reinforced this kind of thinking:  
Although (dependent clause) , (independent clause).  
By starting the thesis statement with a dependent clause and a subordinating conjunction 
like “Although,” Mr. Campbell showed how students could finish that clause by 
acknowledging a conventional interpretation of the story (i.e., what most people think) 
and then state in the independent clause their unconventional interpretation. After 
students had read “Birthday Party” (a short, short story about a birthday party thrown by 
a wife for her husband that turned sour; Brush, 1946), Mr. Campbell asked students to 
compose a thesis statement arguing for whether the husband or wife were more to blame 
for the fallout of the event. He tasked students with varying the sentence structure of their 
thesis statements by employing this new complex sentence pattern. In Mr. Campbell’s 
example, the sentence read,  
Although it seems like the husband is to blame for the fight that breaks out in 
Brush’s [short story], really the wife is at fault.  
The statement shows that the conventional way of interpreting the story may be to blame 
the husband, but this writer will make an alternative claim: the wife is to blame. In an 
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interview, Mr. Campbell referred to this approach as taking the “road less travelled,” 
(Interview, 10/26/16), but he infrequently invoked this idea of conventional and 
unconventional interpretations in discussions with students. Rather, it was more common 
for him to refer to insightfulness or originality in the way described before: as an 
interpretation that is particular to the writer and reflects deep thinking. The reason I 
highlight this additional aspect of originality and insightfulness, however, is because 
students frequently took up this sentence frame and the complementary idea in complex 
ways. In sum, Mr. Campbell communicated that a thesis statement should be insightful 
and original, and there were two ways he discussed this expectation, but the most salient 
was the idea that students were to generate their own unique perspectives on a piece of 
literature.  
Thesis Statement 
- creates a good argument (NOT summary) 
- should be 3 body paragraphs in scope (you should be able to 
support it with evidence) 
- clear 
Figure 2. Criteria for an effective thesis statement written on whiteboard (Field Notes, 
10/3/14). 
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Figure 3. Excerpt from To Kill a Mockingbird Handout, 11/3/14. 
 
Summary of Mr. Campbell’s Discourse on Literary Interpretations 
In order to write an analytical essay, Mr. Campbell communicated to students that 
they were to take strong points of view on the novels they read (i.e., make an argument) 
as long as they could clearly support those perspectives with text evidence. He conferred 
the idea that students were to be independent thinkers, as there was not one “right” 
interpretation of any piece of literature. There were, however, particular lenses to adopt 
when making effective interpretations of literature, as Mr. Campbell formalized during 
week four. At that point, he newly emphasized that students consider their personal 
points of view on text in light of two additional factors: the author’s rhetorical moves and 
the literary themes those moves conveyed. While Mr. Campbell had informally 
Questions to Check Your Thesis 
 
1. Does your thesis make an argument or does it merely summarize or 
state a fact?  
2. Does your thesis state or suggest three examples or parts of the 
argument?  
3. Does your thesis leave someone wondering, “So what?,” “How?,” 
or “Why?” 
4. Is your thesis clear and specific –instead of confusing or vague?  
5. Is your thesis original and insightful?  
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referenced those ideas in earlier discussions, he formally included those features in the 
expectations for students’ writing of the second and third analytical essays on To Kill a 
Mockingbird and The Bluest Eye.  
In order to convey these features of an effective thesis statement, Mr. Campbell 
emphasized two additional aspects of literary reasoning. First, there were multiple levels 
of text, he suggested, and students should use their observations of the surface levels (i.e., 
observations of words, sentences, and techniques) to get to the deeper levels (i.e., 
meanings and themes). Students should make interpretations that account for these levels 
by thinking about why the book matters (i.e., the meaning of the book) and how that 
meaning is conveyed. Second, Mr. Campbell suggested that there were conventional and 
unconventional interpretations of literature. He encouraged students to develop original 
interpretations that took unconventional points of view into consideration.  
Mr. Campbell used combinations of instructional practices, texts, and tools to 
assist students with taking up these understandings of literary interpretations. By 
facilitating workshops of students’ work-in-progress, Mr. Campbell developed and 
refined students’ understandings of what it meant to make and support an argument about 
a text. He further encouraged the use of an outline and a self-assessment handout such 
that students could verify that their thesis statement properly set them up to make and 
support their literary interpretations. In addition, Mr. Campbell engaged students in the 
short analytical writing tasks in order to practice, in a more focused manner, the skill of 
close reading and interpretation at the different levels of text. Finally, Mr. Campbell 
introduced the tools of a heuristic and complex sentence pattern to both stimulate 
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students’ analytical thinking and assist them with the phrasing and articulation of their 
thesis statements. Through this combination of instructional techniques, Mr. Campbell 
attempted to extend students’ understandings of his expectations on literary 
interpretations beyond simply items they were to mark off on the checklist.  
In the next section, I discuss the understandings that students came to about 
literary interpretations as a result of their participation in the activity of Mr. Campbell’s 
classroom. Despite demonstrating investment in the expectations to craft clear, supported 
interpretations of literature, students struggled to execute several features of an effective 
thesis statement. With the introduction of several tools and participation in thesis 
statement workshops, most students were able to move past those challenges.  
At the Intersection of Mr. Campbell’s and Students’ Discourse on Literary 
Interpretations as Arguable, Clear, and Supportive of Development 
In response to Mr. Campbell’s discourse on literary interpretations, students took 
up the idea that a thesis statement makes a clear argument supported by evidence (i.e., 
features one through three). Notably, students embraced the first aspect of literary 
reasoning (i.e., the idea that they use their own perspectives to develop interpretations on 
any topic of the novels they read), and that enthusiasm supported their learning of the 
first three features. Students did experience three points of struggle in taking up those 
features, but through the use of several instructional tools and practices (i.e., outline and 
thesis statement workshop), they moved past these challenges. In the following section, I 
describe students’ responses to each of the first three features of an effective literary 
interpretation and the first aspect of literary reasoning. I focus the description on the 
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points of cognitive struggle that emerged at the intersection of Mr. Campbell’s 
expectations and students’ responses to those expectations.  
Student Response to Literature as Open to Multiple Interpretations and Thesis Statement 
as Argument 
Students understood what Mr. Campbell meant by this feature of an effective 
thesis statement, and they subscribed to (even enthusiastically supported) the aspect of 
literary reasoning that complemented it. It took some students time to effectively make 
arguable statements, but through practice and participation in thesis statement workshops, 
they improved.  
 “My perspective of the book”: Students view literary interpretations as 
reflective of personal insights. When defining what it meant to craft an effective thesis 
statement, students echoed Mr. Campbell’s discourse on the aspect of literary reasoning 
that emphasized reader perspective and literary interpretations. In the following interview 
excerpts, for example, students’ discussion of thesis statements included the 
understanding that personal insights shaped their interpretations of texts:  
• “Mostly what I learned from the book, and what I thought of the book . . . 
basically my perspective of the book.” (Abraham, Interview 2) 
• “[I] look at all the points which are really interesting or sticks [stet.] out to me, 
and then write what I think about those points and how it affects characters.” 
(Luiz, Interview 1) 
• “[A thesis statement is] an argument that we thought the book represented.” 
(Maya, Interview 1)  
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Students communicated that the idea of crafting a successful thesis statement was about 
tapping into their “perspective[s]” on the novel, accessing what “sticks out to them,” and 
taking a stance on what “they thought the book represented.” Similar to the points made 
by Mr. Campbell during classes at the beginning of the unit (i.e., examining the literary 
analysis between characters in the Equalizer trailer), students explained that there were 
multiple ways to interpret literature, and they were to use their thoughts of the novels to 
inform literary interpretations.  
Most students embraced this expectation and the flexible writing task associated 
with it. Evidence of this could be seen in the ownership students demonstrated over their 
interpretations in both interviews and in the active participation of students during inquiry 
discussions. When asked to speak about their thesis statements in interviews, for 
example, students spoke with enthusiasm and at length. The follow is an excerpt from 
Abraham’s interview where he described the interpretation he made for the essay on Of 
Mice and Men:  
I said the main point of the book was being different in society. That was my 
main topic. I used Curley and Lennie and no, no, no. I used Lennie, Curley’s wife, 
and—who was the other one?—and Crooks. I said one thing that made Lennie 
different from everybody else was the he had a small mind, a childlike brain and 
all that. For Crooks, I said it was his skin color. At that time, he wasn’t included 
to work and to get along with everybody else. Curley’s wife, I said she was just 
lookin’ for someone to talk to. The workers at the ranch was perceived very 
differently. They welcomed her differently. (Interview 1) 
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It was clear that students like Abraham had spent considerable time developing and 
refining their interpretations of characters, conflicts, and themes.  
One aspect of making individual interpretations students discussed was the 
freedom they had over the topic—a freedom many spoke of not being afforded to them in 
previous writing classrooms. Recall that the task sheets Mr. Campbell administered for 
each essay did not demand that students respond to a given prompt; rather, students could 
develop their own, unique interpretations on any aspect of the novels they read. Some 
students described the flexibility as a refreshing alternative to the more restrictive 
expectations that had characterized writing experiences in classrooms at their former 
schools. For example, Abraham spoke of how most writing tasks at his previous middle 
school had him respond to given prompts in preparation for the standardized test. He 
referred to these prompts as “random questions outta’ nowhere,” and he “wasn’t 
engaged” because he “didn’t have any kind of interest to answer them” (Interview 1). In 
contrast, Abraham spoke fondly about the opportunity to share his own thinking through 
writing the analytical essays in Mr. Campbell’s class. Several other students echoed 
Abraham’s sentiments about having had to previously complete tasks that were 
disconnected from their own ideas about texts. One student Marvin suggested that in this 
class, the open-endedness of the task demanded deep knowledge of writing topics. 
Comparing the experience to writing classes at his previous school, he said, “Like, here 
[at Hilltop], we have to actually like dig deep, and actually, like, know what we’re trying 
to write about” (Marvin, Interview 1). Marvin implied that for other writing tasks, he had 
not needed to “dig deep” and “actually know” what he was writing about. Since he had to 
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develop his own point of view on a text, he needed to do the work to develop and support 
that point of view.  
In sum, students understood the idea that literature could be interpreted in a 
number of ways, and those interpretations were particular to readers’ perspectives. 
Furthermore, students discussed the opportunity to develop their own thinking on a topic 
and the flexibility of the analytical writing task—i.e., the opportunity to write about any 
aspect of the novels they read.  
“All of you have to listen to it!”: Thesis statement as an opportunity to take a 
stance on literature as part of the classroom community. Connected to this aspect of 
literary reasoning was Mr. Campbell’s expectation that a thesis statement make an 
argument and the essay prove that argument. While students embraced this expectation 
and referenced it often (in fact, it was the most frequently referenced feature by students 
during feedback to each other during class discussions on thesis statements; n = 43), most 
experienced some initial difficulties in their execution of it. Rather than craft specific, 
argumentative statements, students tended to make general observations about characters’ 
experiences. For example, Anita presented the following thesis statement on Of Mice and 
Men to the class during the first thesis statement workshop:  
Of Mice and Men is about friendships that grow in a variety of ways. (Field 
Notes, 10/3/14) 
The novel Of Mice and Men does, in fact, contain several examples of friendships (i.e., 
Lennie and George; Candy and his dog; Curley’s wife and Lennie) that develop in 
different ways. Although it was an accurate observation, it did not easily set up Anita to 
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write an essay that analyzed the meaning of these friendships; rather, it set her up to 
describe the friendships. Like Anita’s statement, most first drafts of students’ thesis 
statements for Of Mice and Men and some statement drafts for the second analytical 
essay on To Kill a Mockingbird could be characterized as general observations like this 
one was. Through participation in the thesis statement workshop, however, students 
learned from each other and Mr. Campbell how to revise their thesis statements from 
summative to interpretive. 
Further supporting students’ uptake of this aspect of literary reasoning was an 
interest in asserting their individual points of view—particularly, when it came time to 
presenting thesis statements to the classroom community. Recall that during the 
workshops, students submitted their thesis statements to peers’ scrutiny. Students would 
go one by one to present their thesis statements and receive feedback from each other on 
how their thesis statements met the criteria or not. The following comments illustrate the 
perspectives of three students on thesis statement workshops:  
• “[You] get to see if people agree with them [or] disagree with them [thesis 
statements].” (Kianna, Interview 1) 
• “I created an argument in my class! They had to think about it [thesis statement].” 
(Maya, Interview 1) 
• “[Taking a stance] feels really liberating –you’re like ‘this is my opinion. I am 
stating it right here, right now, and all of you have to listen to it.’” (Katarina, 
Interview 2) 
While Kianna and Maya appreciated the reactions of their peers to their interpretations 
  
127
(“you get to see if people agree” and “I created an argument in my class!”), Katarina 
simply enjoyed the opportunity to assert an opinion in a context where her peers “[had] to 
listen.” Maya went on to discuss how excited she was when her thesis statement for Of 
Mice and Men caused disagreement among her classmates. Characterized by active 
participation, lively disagreements, and occasional laughter, the thesis statement 
workshops provided a venue for students to share and receive feedback on their ideas. As 
described in the next section, the thesis statement workshop was also an important 
scaffold for the students’ writing of more analytical and arguable literary interpretations.  
Besides engaging students, the thesis statement workshop served an important 
instructional purpose: it mediated students’ understandings of the thesis statement as a 
literary argument. For the first two essays, students experienced difficulty in crafting 
argumentative thesis statements. Grounded in guided discussion and the presence of 
multiple voices and perspectives, the thesis statement workshops provided students the 
opportunity to repeatedly negotiate and revise their definitions for what made a thesis 
statement an argument.4 At first, most students could identify whether or not another’s 
thesis statement made an arguable point (e.g., “There’s nothing to argue” [Katarina, Field 
Notes, 10/3/14]; “You’d be summarizing the plot” [Berko, Field Notes, 10/3/14]), and 
over time, more and more students were able to provide clarifying questions or feedback 
on how to appropriately revise each other’s statements to move them from summary to 
                                                        
4 The thesis statement workshops also served to sharpen students’ understandings of the 
other criteria points (i.e., thesis statement as clear and supportive of development into 
three body paragraphs). Here, however, I restrict the discussion to the role the workshop 
played in attuning students to what made an arguable statement because it was the most 
referenced feature of thesis statements during workshops.  
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interpretation. While Mr. Campbell initially provided the follow-up questions that 
stimulated students to appropriately refine their thesis statements, students increasingly 
became able to fulfill that role by providing more targeted feedback to each other and 
themselves.  
Thesis statement workshop mediated students’ understandings of thesis 
statement as argument. For each of the three analytical essays, students had the 
opportunity to submit their thesis statements to the review of the classroom community. I 
documented 32 exchanges where individuals’ thesis statements underwent this kind of 
review. Additionally, Mr. Campbell conducted one-on-one conferences outside of class 
to engage students in similar kinds of exchanges about their thesis statements. While I 
was not present for these conferences, I heard from Mr. Campbell and several students in 
interviews about the utility of these meetings.  
In the following exchange—excerpted from the first thesis statement workshop 
for Of Mice and Men—I demonstrate how students appropriated aspects of Mr. 
Campbell’s discourse to assist their peers in identifying how their thesis statements were 
not analytical. As a result of feedback from the thesis statement workshop, students either 
rephrased (i.e., put the same idea into different words), clarified (i.e., elaborated upon the 
idea or replaced vague terms with specific, concrete language), or transformed (i.e., 
reframed their statements in light of how, why, or so what) their phrases for the next 
drafts they were to write. This example is illustrative of the patterns that characterized 
thesis statement workshops, whereby students’ feedback contributed to the clarification 
of students’ subsequent thesis statements.  
  
129
During the Of Mice and Men thesis statement workshop, Mr. Campbell asked the 
class “to assess [Anita’s] thesis statement and . . . see if it’s a good thesis statement that 
she should use for her paper” (Field Notes, 10/3/14). Anita presented the first draft of a 
thesis statement for her essay on Of Mice and Men (“Of Mice and Men is about 
friendships that grow in a variety of ways”), and two students—Kianna and Cyrus—were 
able to identify how her statement did not set her up to write an argumentative essay. 
Their commentary provided the foundation from which one student Sula and Mr. 
Campbell were able to offer more targeted suggestions for how to move her thesis 
statement forward:  
Anita (reading her thesis statement): Of Mice and Men is about friendships that 
grow in a variety of ways.  
[…] 
Kianna: I don’t think you can argue it … like, you can’t really argue about 
friendships that grow in a variety of ways. It’s not really specific enough.  
Cyrus: We don’t know—what do you mean by that?  
[…] 
Anita: What do I mean by, like, variety of ways?  
Students: Yeah.  
Anita: Well, because I was thinking  about the book and was thinking about who 
were good friends—Candy and his dog—they had a relationship that you know, 
was, over a whole bunch of years. And then there was Lenny, and there was 
George and their relationship …. Their relationships were so different, and so I I 
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couldn’t pinpoint one [i.e., one specific way the relationships between Candy/dog 
and George/Lennie was the same] …. 
Cyrus: That makes sense. I don’t think ‘variety of ways’ is the best way to say it. 
Kianna: It kind of leaves the reader at a dead end. They don’t really know what 
to take from it, what your writing is going to be about.  
Kianna identified that Anita’s statement about relationships was not specific enough to 
merit the writing of an entire argumentative essay (“kind of leaves the reader at a dead 
end”), and Cyrus suggested Anita consider alternate phrasing to clarify the point. In 
response, Anita provided an explanation for using the vague language: she could not 
figure out a way to describe the friendships in specific terms while maintaining an 
accurate characterization of them. Sula then prompted Anita to consider the statement 
from another angle—to frame her observation in terms of the novel’s overall meaning: 
Sula: Yeah, I feel like the point of this essay is to go deeper beyond the words on 
the pages. People who have read the book Of Mice and Men know, like, that there 
are relationships in the book. What about the relationships in the book creates a 
deeper meaning? You can use the relationships. You kinda’ have to find a way of 
how it affects the book …. 
Kianna: Yeah, like what about the friendships in the story make the book such a 
unique story? What’s the hidden thing about it? 
Anita: So being more specific is what I take from this.  
Sula prompted Anita to “go deeper” to consider the “meaning” of her observation about 
relationships, referencing much of the same language Mr. Campbell had used in classes 
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prior to describe effective thesis statements. From this exchange, Anita reduced their 
feedback to the need to “[be] more specific,” and then, Mr. Campbell rephrased the 
suggestions in a more direct way: 
Mr. Campbell: Yeah, it sounds mean and kind of blunt, but you do have to steer 
clear of ideas that are too simple or too obvious. Otherwise you just set yourself 
up for a really hard essay to write. You need to give yourself more to work with. 
It could be something like, Of Mice and Men is about ---  
Anita: No, no, no! Don’t tell me because then, I may take your idea without 
actually knowing it, and I want to do it on my own!  
Mr. Campbell: Okay, so you need some word before friendships, what kinds of 
friendships, and then, we have to know in what ways—a perceptive way that 
friendships grow (Field Notes, 10/3/14). 
As a result of this feedback, Anita took the suggestion for more specificity, and she made 
a subtle revision to her thesis statement:  
There are many dynamic relationships that throughout the book help further a 
character’s development. (Anita, Of Mice and Men final essay, 10/14/14) 
With this statement guiding her essay, Anita argued that particular relationships were 
fundamental to several characters’ development. Compared to the first draft, Anita 
composed a more specific thesis statement that set her up to argue a point about how 
relationships facilitated characters’ development rather than simply describe the 
relationships. Through the discussion of Anita’s thesis statement, Kianna, Cyrus, and 
Sula used the concepts and sometimes the exact language introduced to them by Mr. 
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Campbell to assist Anita with clarifying her thesis statement. Kianna and Cyrus prompted 
Anita for clarification, and Mr. Campbell provided specific, actionable steps to move 
Anita toward that point. Sula also pressed Anita to think about the meaning of her 
observation beyond the “words on the pages.” Anita did not incorporate Sula’s 
suggestion into the final draft, as Anita had not speculated in her essay about the bigger 
meaning conveyed by those relationships, the answers to which would have transformed 
Anita’s statement. However, the overall discussion during the thesis statement workshop 
enabled Anita to move beyond the difficulties she had experienced on her own in moving 
a general, “obvious” observation (i.e., developing interpretation) to a specific, analytical 
statement (i.e., basic interpretation). In other exchanges throughout the unit, students like 
Anita received the feedback from the classroom community that helped them to clarify 
their statements such that they became more arguable. Essentially, students were doing 
for each other what they were yet unable to do alone: engaging in the reasoning that 
moved their general observations to interpretative statements. 
Not all students participated actively in thesis statement workshops. It should 
also be noted that about half of the students were active participants in providing 
feedback to others during the first thesis statement workshop, and over time, an 
increasing number of students came to join the conversations more frequently. Still, a 
handful of students were not as actively involved as others during these discussions, and 
those students, interestingly, continued to struggle during the writing of the second 
analytical essay to internalize the understanding of thesis statement as argument. As one 
example, Elisabeth expressed her difficulties, “I tend to always go back to summary. I try 
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to [make an argument], but I end up summarizing” (Interview 2). Despite receiving 
feedback during the thesis statement workshops, Elisabeth struggled over time to craft 
thesis statements that made an argument. 
That being said, for most students, participation in repeated discussions like those 
in the thesis statement workshops combined with the introduction of other tools (i.e., 
outline) and engagement in activities (i.e., analysis of shorter texts) contributed to 
students’ eventual internalization of the qualities that made a thesis statement an 
argument and their eventual application of those more refined understandings to the 
writing of their literary interpretations in subsequent analytical essays. By essay three, 
every student had taken up this idea and implemented it in at least one of their essays (see 
the next chapter for a more thorough explanation of this process). In the following 
section, I discuss student response to the expectation that the thesis statement set up their 
essay for development into three body paragraphs.  
Student Response to Thesis Statement as Supportive of Development Into Three 
Paragraphs 
Students demonstrated understanding of each of these points, and this was the 
second most frequently referenced feature of a thesis statement by students during class 
discussions (n = 35). Students used phrases like “What could your 3 ideas be?” (Michael, 
Field Notes, 1/30/15) and “Can you break it up into body paragraphs?” (Tiffany, Field 
Notes, 10/3/14) to provide feedback to each other during workshops. Initially, however, 
they struggled to incorporate the second and third points in their writing (i.e., forecasting 
structure and writing analytical topic sentences). That is, they did not initially craft 
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statements that prepared them to argue a point for the entire essay. Instead, their thesis 
statements for Of Mice and Men were often so general that their topic sentences became 
more of plot summaries than analytical statements. After Mr. Campbell introduced the 
outline and self-assessment handout as tools to support students’ writing process, the 
thesis statements became more specific and argumentative, and topic sentences more 
analytical.  
“As long as you have evidence, you’re right”: Students secure textual support 
for literary interpretations. In interviews, students discussed Mr. Campbell’s 
expectation about the importance of generating a well-supported thesis statement. 
Students understood that to put forth their individual interpretation of a novel, they had to 
back it up with evidence. They bought into the idea that they could not generate a random 
observation about the text and assert that as their argument without having the textual 
support to prove it. As Katarina explained, “As long as you have evidence, you’re 
right”—i.e., your interpretation of the novel could be considered valid if you had the text 
evidence to support it (Interview 2). The following comments from other students 
illustrate their understandings in this area:  
• “You need to be able to back [the thesis statement] up with your evidence or 
whatever you’re writing about.” (Abraham, Interview 2) 
• “If you have supporting evidence for your thesis, I think it’s a strong statement. 
If you don’t have supporting evidence for—If you don’t have evidence supporting 
your thesis … I don’t think it’s a good thesis.” (Elisabeth, Interview 2) 
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• “I develop my own, like what I thought the author was saying . . . and have a lot 
of evidence to support that.” (Maya, Interview 2) 
Echoing much of Mr. Campbell’s discourse on the importance of textual support, 
students indicated that a strong thesis statement is one that “you need to be able to back 
up with evidence.” One’s literary interpretation can be about “what [you] thought the 
author was saying” but it needed to have a “lot of evidence to support that.”  
Coinciding with students’ discussion of thesis statements and evidence was their 
use of annotations to assist with this aspect of thesis development. Recall that in Mrs. 
Leigh’s literature class, students had to annotate the novel they were reading every night, 
she checked those annotations at the beginnings of almost every class, and students used 
those annotations to bring up points during discussions. Students spoke of also using their 
annotations to assist with the development of their thesis statements in two ways. Some 
spoke of reading through their annotations to get ideas for the thesis statement (“I feel 
like after that [annotating], it [meaning of book] comes really easy to me” [Deandre, 
Interview 3]), and others spoke of using the annotations to more easily identify evidence 
to support the thesis statement (“Because when you write your annotations and then you 
go back in the book … I can find the point I’m trying to prove” [Luiz, Interview 1]).  
Additionally, students demonstrated understanding of the role the thesis statement 
played in relationship to the essay’s body paragraphs. Mr. Campbell had emphasized the 
thesis statement should forecast a structure for their essays (i.e., big enough to branch 
into three different body paragraphs, but specific enough to make the essay analytical). 
Students took up this idea to assist peers during thesis statement workshops, but many did 
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not transfer these understandings into their own writing until the second essay.  
During thesis statement workshops, students prompted each other to consider how 
their thesis statements would support development into three body paragraphs. For 
example, when students did not believe the presenting student’s thesis statement 
forecasted a clear structure, they offered variations on the following comments: “I’m 
worried you can’t break that [interpretation] up into body paragraphs” (Tiffany, Field 
Notes, 10/3/14) and “What could your three ideas be?” (Michael, Field Notes, 1/30/15). 
They challenged the presenting students to show which “three ideas” or pieces of 
evidence they planned to analyze in the body paragraphs. As a result of these challenges, 
the presenting student would attempt to offer their ideas for how they were going to 
support their argument—often revealing during the presentation that they had not yet 
worked out the three specific examples they would use for support.  
Incorporation of revisions into subsequent drafts. Mr. Campbell’s expectation 
was that if students came to this awareness during the thesis statement workshop, they 
would take that awareness and revise the statement accordingly; however, these requests 
for improvement did not always translate into targeted revisions. Mr. Campbell had 
observed this phenomenon, 
The last two years that I taught, I guess the kids were just quicker on the uptake 
and more aware that when we went over something in class, they should 
immediately apply it and implement it to their writing. This year’s class doesn’t 
make those connections, some of them, at least. Probably about half of them don’t 
make those connections as readily. (Interview 2) 
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As mentioned in the previous section, students’ thesis statements in the Of Mice and Men 
essays tended to rely on an overly general thesis statement, and because students had 
made such general statements (e.g., characters are lonely or characters experience 
exclusion), they had a hard time developing their essays into a full argument (i.e., 
developing analytical topic sentences). Related to this was students’ tendency to not use 
the thesis to forecast a structure for the essay. Mr. Campbell realized he needed to “be 
much more explicit” (Interview, November) and require that students do this thinking on 
their own before submitting a rough draft of the essay. The thesis statement workshops 
were not enough. For the second and third essays on To Kill a Mockingbird and The 
Bluest Eye, then, Mr. Campbell required students to compile a list of quotes and complete 
an outline. For the To Kill a Mockingbird essay, he also had students complete a self-
assessment handout. In the next section, I briefly review Mr. Campbell’s rationale for 
employing these tools, and I discuss students’ responses to this requirement.  
Student response to planning tools as requirements. Mr. Campbell had 
suggested to students that writing an outline would be helpful before drafting their first 
analytical essay on Of Mice and Men, but he did not require the step until students had to 
write their second essay on To Kill a Mockingbird. In an interview, Mr. Campbell shared 
the reasoning behind this choice. He explained that he had given students “leeway” 
during the Of Mice and Men essay to see that “when left to their own devices, what 
would happen?” Referring to the first essay as a “baseline,” he said he used the essay “to 
see where they were.” He hesitated to require an outline because organizing thoughts into 
an outline “can be restrictive” (Interview, 10/26/16). Having seen “where they were” 
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(i.e., noting that their thesis statements did not set up the essays to be analytical), Mr. 
Campbell decided that having students complete an outline would serve as an appropriate 
scaffold for the second essay. He told students they could use it as a “test” for whether or 
not their thesis statements supported the kind of development he described. Additionally, 
he asked students to make a list of 10 quotes from To Kill a Mockingbird that students 
might incorporate into their essays. He communicated to students that if they could each 
identify at least 10 pieces of evidence to support their main interpretation, they had 
enough to merit the writing of an entire analytical essay. To students, he explained the 
purpose of the quotes and outline in the following way:  
Ideally, you should be able to use the quotes, the thinking you’ve already been 
doing on the book to develop into a thesis. The reason I’m having you do an 
outline is because I want you to see if your thesis is convincing enough. […]. If 
you can write a really convincing outline with evidence to support three body 
paragraphs, then you can know you’re in good shape and write a paper that will 
be really effective. (Field Notes, 10/31/14)  
Crafting a list of 10 quotes. First, students brought to class 10 interesting quotes 
they had identified from To Kill a Mockingbird. One by one, students read aloud one of 
their quotes to the rest of the class, and students offered feedback to each other on if the 
quote could support literary analysis (in which case, the evidence would be included in 
the essay), or whether the quote simply moved the plot along (in which case it should not 
be included in the essay). In many cases, students were made aware that the quotes they 
had identified did not support analysis. Mr. Campbell hoped that by selecting evidence 
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that supported analysis, students would be more likely to craft a thesis statement that 
supported development into three analytical paragraphs.  
Using quotes to compose outline. Second, Mr. Campbell provided students with a 
model outline (see Appendix Q) to guide the formats of their outlines. The model text 
was an outline a previous student of Mr. Campbell’s had completed for an analytical 
essay on Old Man and the Sea. The outline included the following elements: a thesis, the 
topic sentences (“mini thesis statements”) for each of the three body paragraphs, and the 
quotes the student ultimately chose to support their arguments for the body paragraphs. 
Analysis of students’ outlines for both the second and third essays on To Kill a 
Mockingbird and The Bluest Eye revealed that students indeed had selected evidence and 
formulated topic sentences to support their main arguments. Whereas previously, students 
may have relied on a general sense of their three pieces of textual support, they now 
specified exactly what those points were. Furthermore, they knew more precisely, 
through the crafting of actual topic sentences, how each body paragraph would support 
analysis of one part of the thesis statement. In other words, these tools (i.e., the lists of 
quotes and outline) demanded students to do more work on the front end to ensure that 
when they got to the drafting stage, they had the material they needed to write an 
effective essay. 
Employment of self-assessment handout and thesis statement workshop. 
Students also received two additional opportunities to consider their thesis statements 
subsequent to completing an outline for their To Kill a Mockingbird essays: first, they 
completed a self-assessment, on which they answered four questions to determine if their 
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thesis statement fulfilled the criteria for an effective thesis statement; second, several 
students had the chance to receive feedback from the classroom community during the 
thesis statement workshop. In response to the use of these two tools (the outline and self-
assessment handout), students’ thesis statements for the To Kill a Mockingbird essay 
better supported the development of an argument into three body paragraphs. In fact, 
about two times as many students (than those on the first essay) explicitly stated in the 
thesis statement the topics of their three supportive paragraphs in their second essays. 
While their topic sentences were becoming more analytical, by the third essay on The 
Bluest Eye, students’ topic sentences were becoming more analytical and less descriptive.  
Becoming Clear on Clarity: Student Response to Thesis Statement as Clear 
Mr. Campbell’s third most important expectation for a thesis statement was that it 
be clear. He referenced clarity in two ways: first, the statement had to be clear enough 
that the reader gained a sense of how the writer would develop the main argument; and 
second, the statement should use “clear” and “specific” language over “confusing” and 
“vague” language. Students improved the clarity of their thesis statements from essay one 
to essay two (particularly, in the ways the statements set up the reader up for the 
development of the argument), but in essay three, students’ use of complex syntax 
interfered with the statements’ clarity. Again, the thesis statement workshop became an 
important mediator for students’ uptake of this feature. During the workshops, students 
became more and more proficient in identifying each other’s “vague” language and with 
Mr. Campbell’s guidance, they suggested more precise, specific alternatives. By pointing 
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out the ideas in need of clarification, students guided each other to revise their statements 
from general observations to more specific arguments.  
Thesis statement workshops make students clearer on clarity. The thesis 
statement workshops gave students the opportunity to see if the statement that had been 
clear to them was clear to their peers. In fact, in several instances, the act of reading aloud 
the statement to the classroom community caused the presenter to stop and self-assess the 
clarity of his/her own statement. Most times, though, the classroom community helped 
presenting students see what they themselves could not see. Students identified, for 
example, whether or not each other’s thesis statements clearly set up the reader for the 
essay’s argument with comments like “[It is] unclear what it’s [the essay is] about” (Sula 
to Kianna, Field Notes, 10/3/14). These kinds of prompts for clarification often 
overlapped with comments regarding the thesis statement as supportive of development 
into three paragraphs. Regardless of the particular focus, the observations of the 
classroom community helped attune students to what it meant to write a statement that 
clearly prepared the reader for what the essay was to argue.  
Additionally, students provided feedback on clarity when they reported confusion 
by the language of others’ thesis statements. They noted these confusions to each other in 
very general terms, often unable to specify the word, phrase, or idea that necessitated 
clarification:  
•  “You need to be a little bit more specific” (Dylan to Anita, Field Notes, 
10/10/14) 
• “Sounds vague to me.” (Adam to Dylan, Field Notes, 10/3/14) 
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• “She has an argument, but it’s just not clear.” (Mateo to Tiffany, Field Notes, 
11/3/14) 
• “‘Things’ is vague.” (Marvin to Adam, highlighting the imprecision of the word 
“things” in Adam’s thesis statement, Field Notes, 1/30/15) 
Sometimes, students were able to identify for each other the exact word or phrase that 
needed clarification (as in the example of Marvin’s exchange with Adam). More often, 
students made general comments to each other about the need to be more specific (as in 
the example of Mateo conversing with Tiffany), and Mr. Campbell would assist students 
in identifying the precise word, phrase, or idea that needed clarification. Typically, once 
Mr. Campbell or students were able to identify the ideas in need of clarification, student 
writers were better able to make their observations more interpretive. In other words, the 
thesis statement workshops played an important role in improving the clarity of the 
statements, which in turn, improved the argumentative nature of students’ thesis 
statements. 
Thesis statement workshop mediated students’ understandings of thesis 
statement as clear. Below, I share excerpts from an episode during the thesis statement 
workshop on To Kill a Mockingbird in order to illustrate the ways feedback improved the 
clarity of students’ statements. In this episode, Tiffany presented her thesis statement on 
To Kill a Mockingbird during the thesis statement workshop, and students, along with 
Mr. Campbell, worked to help her clarify the statement in the service of making it more 
argumentative. I break up the episode into two excerpts. In excerpt one, Maya and 
George helped Tiffany identify several vague ideas present in her statement. (It is during 
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in this excerpt that Mr. Campbell encouraged George to provide more specific feedback.) 
In excerpt two, Mr. Campbell summed up the feedback by helping Tiffany see the 
relationships between the ideas. First, though, Tiffany read her thesis statement to the 
class:  
Tiffany (reading): In the novel To Kill a Mockingbird, Harper Lee shows us in 
great detail what life is like in Alabama, also the value of family and the influence 
of society.  
Maya: In her thesis, the last part of it is pretty good - what you can do is say who 
represents the value of family in the society. 
George: It doesn’t give too much of a convincing argument. 
Mr. Campbell pressed George to be more specific.  
Mr. Campbell: What question do you have that could make it a better argument? 
George: Like, how great a toll does the influence of society have on people?  
Tiffany: I could use more adjectives. 
George: So, is it truly about the influence, or is it about how people portray 
themselves or their own choices?  
[…] 
In the first excerpt of the exchange, George and Maya, along with Mr. Campbell’s 
guidance, posed questions that prompted Tiffany to consider several vague phrases (i.e., 
“value of family” and “influence of society”). George and Maya suggested that by 
clarifying those phrases, Tiffany would get closer to making a clear, arguable statement. 
After Mr. Campbell’s press for elaboration, George asked Tiffany specific questions 
  
144
about what she believed regarding the extent to which society at the time influenced 
characters’ choices in the novel. Tiffany understood that she could insert more adjectives 
to clarify these phrases, but still she had not yet demonstrated an understanding of how 
the ideas fit together into an argument. In the second excerpt of the exchange, Tiffany, 
with the guidance of Mr. Campbell, realized how she could clarify the ideas behind the 
vague language of her statement.  
Mr. Campbell: Is it about the way that family can save someone from a corrupt 
society?  
Tiffany: Yes.  
Mr. Campbell: It seems like you [need to] state precisely what you’re trying to 
get at there.  
Tiffany: I’m being too vague. 
Mr. Campbell: Yeah.  
Tiffany: Yeah, that’s one of my points in my outline—kind of—when I did my 
outline, I cleared up [the support for] my thesis without making sure my thesis 
[was] more clear first.  
As it turned out, Tiffany realized she had worked out this confusion in her outline, where 
she had analyzed how the Finch family worked together to respond to a racist society in 
To Kill a Mockingbird. However, she had not gone back to revise her thesis statement to 
reflect the new thinking she had done. Mr. Campbell made a final observation to the 
class on how clarifying vague language can be an important step towards making a clear, 
arguable statement. 
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Mr. Campbell: This is a sign that all of you guys need—the part “what life is 
like”—you guys see that? 
Students: Yeah. 
Mr. Campbell: If you find phrases like that in your own writing, that’s usually a 
sign that you need to nail down what you’re actually talking about—I think 
Tiffany meant something really clear [by] “what life is like.” She meant what she 
just said - like racism or injustice. Once she gets that down, that helps the rest of 
her argument become clear.  
Tiffany: Thank you, guys. (Audio Recording, 11/3/14) 
These excerpts illustrate three important points about the role scaffolds played in moving 
the clarity of students’ thesis statements forward. First, it shows how the classroom 
community came to understand what was meant by a “clear” thesis statement. Through 
the exchanges, both Tiffany and the participating students came away with an 
understanding of what made this statement unclear. In this case, the statement was 
unclear because it listed a series of vague phrases without articulating the relationship 
between them. George and Maya helped Tiffany identify two vague ideas in need of 
clarification, and Mr. Campbell pointed out a third and then prompted Tiffany to consider 
the relationships between those three ideas. As a result of the feedback, Tiffany 
transformed her original statement to read:  
In the novel To Kill a Mockingbird, the society of Maycomb has the ability to 
influence families, but the novel uses the Finch family to show the importance of 
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resisting that negative influence. (Tiffany, To Kill a Mockingbird final essay, 
11/17/14) 
In this version, Tiffany incorporated specific language (“negative influence” and “society 
of Maycomb”) and clarified the relationship between society and family by using a 
sentence frame Mr. Campbell had introduced earlier in the unit (“the novel uses the 
Finch family to show the importance of resisting that negative influence”; bold added to 
emphasize parts of the sentence frame). Her revised statement made a clearer 
interpretation of the novel’s larger meaning.  
Second, the excerpt demonstrates the ways the use of the outline worked hand-in-
hand with the thesis statement workshop to support the improvement of one student’s 
thesis statement. Prior to this class, Tiffany had composed an outline that gave her the 
opportunity to work out how she was going to support her thesis statement, but she had 
not yet revised her thesis statement to reflect that thinking. It was because of the feedback 
from the classroom community during the thesis statement workshop that she realized 
how to revise the wording of her thesis statement to properly set her up for the essay she 
was now writing.  
Third, the excerpt shows how Mr. Campbell guided students to provide more 
specific feedback to each other, which in turn, further supported students’ understandings 
of what was meant by “crystal clear” thesis statement. Students had initially defaulted to 
providing general feedback to each other (“sounds vague to me”), not identifying for each 
other the exact word or phrase that needed clarification. As time went on, however, Mr. 
Campbell pressed students to translate their general comments into more focused 
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questions. As he had requested George to do with Tiffany, Mr. Campbell came to more 
frequently ask the following of students: “What question do you have that could make 
[the thesis statement] better?” Students, then, had to identify more precisely what phrase 
or idea was vague in the thesis statement. As they became able to do this for their peers, 
they, too, became able to do this for themselves. Students improved the clarity of their 
thesis statements from essay one to essay two—particularly, in the ways the statements 
set up essay for development into an argument. When students framed their essays with 
more of an argument, it then became easier to compose more analytical topic sentences. 
As such, in essay two, students’ topic sentences became more argumentative and less 
plot-driven.  
Summary of Students’ Response to Mr. Campbell’s Discourse on the First Three Aspects 
of Literary Interpretations 
While students embraced Mr. Campbell’s invitation to assert their own points of 
view on the novels they read and share them with the classroom community, they 
experienced points of struggle in crafting clear, arguable statements supportive of 
development into three body paragraphs. Particularly, they struggled with the following:  
1. Turning their general observations about the novels into specific arguable 
statements.  
2. Composing a thesis statement supportive of development into three body 
paragraphs.  
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a. Crafting a thesis statement that was broad enough to develop into an entire 
essay but specific enough to argue a point (rather than summarize an aspect of 
the plot).  
b. Composing topic sentences that were “mini thesis statements” for the body 
paragraphs.  
3. Replacing the vague language in thesis statements with more specific, concrete 
language. 
Through participation in giving and receiving feedback during the thesis statement 
workshops, students were able to develop and refine their understandings for what Mr. 
Campbell meant by the first three features of an effective thesis statement. Further 
supporting that learning were the tools Mr. Campbell introduced after he had identified 
the above areas of struggle. The list of quotes, outline, and self-assessment handout 
demanded that students do the important thinking ahead of time for the To Kill a 
Mockingbird and The Bluest Eye essays that some had previously waited to do while 
drafting the first essay on Of Mice and Men. Combined with the thesis statement 
workshops, students became better able to compose drafts that argued a specific point and 
used the three body paragraphs to thoroughly develop that point.  
Despite these improvements, there were still two additional features of an 
effective thesis statement and two aspects of literary reasoning that many students had 
not yet taken up by the completion of their third analytical essay. Complications arose 
whenever Mr. Campbell pushed students to think of their personal observations in light of 
the multiple layers of literature, as well as the idea of conventional and unconventional 
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interpretations (i.e., thesis statement features four and five and aspects of literary 
reasoning two and three). In the following sections, I explain students’ reactions to these 
features of thesis statements and aspects of literary reasoning—primarily, the points of 
tension that emerged at the intersection of Mr. Campbell’s additional expectation to “go 
deeper” and students’ responses to that. I show how some students overcame the 
tensions, but many did not.  
Student Response to Mr. Campbell’s Discourse on Other Aspects of Literary 
Interpretations 
In the following sections, I explain the ways students responded to Mr. 
Campbell’s discourse on features four and five of an effective literary interpretation and 
aspects two and three of literary reasoning. While students had embraced the opportunity 
to assert their specific, supported points of view on the text, some demonstrated less 
success when Mr. Campbell asked them to consider their points of view in terms of three 
additional factors: author’s craft, a text’s theme, and the originality of their 
interpretations. Essentially, Mr. Campbell was trying to get students to consider the ways 
authors make deliberate choices about the language they use (i.e., the how) in order to 
convey particular messages (i.e., the why or so what). Some students understood this to 
signify there were deeper meanings of the texts that they were to uncover, and this 
presented both cognitive and affective challenges for them. While some students moved 
beyond the points of tension after the introduction of instructional mediators, many did 
not.  
In the following sections, I first elaborate on how students understood and 
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responded to the expectations that they respond to the questions of “how,” “why,” and 
“so what” in their literary interpretations. I also describe several different ways students 
responded to the expectation via their participation in heuristic/sentence frame combined 
with thesis statement workshops and short analytical writing tasks Mr. Campbell 
introduced to move students’ understandings forward. Second, I explain how students 
understood and responded to the expectation that their interpretations be original and 
insightful.  
Student Response to Questions of How, Why, or So What 
Mr. Campbell had prompted students to extend their observations of characters 
and conflicts by asking them why their observations mattered, what meaning those 
observations conveyed, and how the author brought those observations to life. As Mr. 
Campbell introduced a series of mediators to move students’ analytical thinking in this 
direction, several patterns emerged among students’ responses to these mediators. In a 
few cases, the mediators were successful, in that students’ thesis statements and thinking 
transformed in the ways Mr. Campbell envisioned. For most students, the heuristic 
functioned as a starting point for further development in analytical thinking. Mr. 
Campbell’s pushes for deeper thinking stretched and sometimes frustrated these students, 
as they were having to bring newly developing discourses (i.e., socio-historical 
knowledge of the novels’ settings, as well as knowledge of literary terms and themes) to 
bear on their personal observations of text. In some of these cases, students appropriated 
the heuristic in ways unintended by Mr. Campbell because they had not yet fully taken up 
the analytic thinking of the heuristic. For a small group of students, Mr. Campbell’s 
  
151
added expectations confused the message of flexibility he had initially promoted around 
analytical writing. These students had to negotiate Mr. Campbell’s expectations for 
effective literary interpretations with their own goals, values, and beliefs, and this 
brought about tensions in writing analytical essays.  
Heuristic/sentence frame transforms some students’ thinking on literary 
techniques and themes. For some, the heuristic, combined with guided inquiry, 
transformed students’ thinking from general observations to analytical interpretations of 
text. Mr. Campbell suggested students use the heuristic/sentence frame (The author uses 
____________ to communicate ____________) to reframe their observations in more 
analytic terms. The frame, functioning as a heuristic, stimulated students to consider their 
observations in light of the techniques the author used to communicate particular themes 
or meanings. For some students, the frame immediately succeeded in moving their 
thinking forward. The following exchange between Sula and Mr. Campbell illustrates one 
such case.  
In the first class of the analytical writing unit, Mr. Campbell used guided inquiry 
to usher Sula from expressing a mere interest (“The mind of Lennie always interested 
me”) toward making an arguable statement (“Lennie’s mind shows how cruel other 
people are in the book”). He paired the heuristic with a series of increasingly complex 
questions to transform Sula’s initial observation to this end point.  
The discussion started when Mr. Campbell requested that Sula share an 
observation about the novel that intrigued her. She did not hesitate to offer her 
observation, stating that Lennie’s child-like mind was what captured her attention (“Like 
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Lennie’s mind...wasn’t...on track with his age, so the mind of Lenny always interested 
me.”). Mr. Campbell then paired the heuristic (“Of Mice and Men uses Lennie’s mind to 
show ______”) with more guided inquiry to move Sula’s thinking, but her response (“Of 
Mice and Men uses Lennie’s mind to show [. . .] how Lennie couldn’t control his 
impulses”) simply elaborated upon Lennie’s child-like mind, rather than consider the 
larger meaning Steinbeck used Lennie’s mind to convey. She rephrased her statement and 
had not moved the statement forward. Then, Mr. Campbell posed several questions to 
push Sula to think more analytically: he inquired about the role Lennie’s mind plays in 
the book (“What does it point out about things that other characters believe in?”) and 
outside of the book (“What does it point out about society?”). He prompted Sula and the 
class to think beyond Lennie’s experience to the bigger reason the author might have 
chosen to write such a character. Mr. Campbell pushed Sula, and she extended her 
observation in the following exchange: 
Mr. Campbell: [...] Why do you think John Steinbeck wrote a character who has 
this limited mind or who is really innocent and doesn’t really understand things 
the way George does?  
Sula: To show - like the what’s it called - to show the opposite of how real people 
act, like how some people can kill, like having the total instinct to kill, or how like 
how Lennie didn’t want to, or to show the comparison between Lennie’s world 
and the real world because Lennie’s world is totally la-la land and everyone’s else 
world is complex and real. (Field Notes, 9/29/14) 
Sula asserted that Steinbeck uses Lennie’s mind “to show the opposite of how real people 
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act,” and in his subsequent response, Mr. Campbell revoiced her statement in clearer 
language, “to show something about how cruel other people are in the book.” For 
homework that night, Sula composed a revised thesis statement, which represented the 
thinking that had transpired during class: 
With his personality, the novel shows the world through Lennie’s eyes. Of Mice 
and Men uses Lennie’s mind to show how cruel other people are in the book. 
In her essay, Sula argued for how the juxtaposition of Lennie’s innocence and other 
characters served to emphasize the cruelty of those characters. As such, Sula transformed 
her statement from an observation about Lennie’s personality to an analytic interpretation 
of the role Lennie played in the narrative.  
Heuristic stretches some and frustrates others. In the case of Sula, Mr. 
Campbell’s introduction of the heuristic combined with guided inquiry (i.e., increasingly 
complex questions) moved Sula’s thinking, and therefore her thesis statement, forward. 
Additionally, there were 11 essays that used the sentence frame to articulate their thesis 
statements over the course of the analytical unit. In these essays, some students carried 
the thinking conferred by the frame throughout their essay, but others did not. They 
appropriated the frame without the literary reasoning associated with it (i.e., the idea that 
authors’ particular choices convey meanings). While the frame moved some students’ 
thinking forward, it served as a starting point for others. When Mr. Campbell further 
mediated students’ analytic thinking by pairing the heuristic with the analysis of shorter 
texts, some students emerged from these activities with refined understandings, and some 
left the experienced unable to move forward. In the following paragraphs, I describe one 
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class where Mr. Campbell used this combination of instructional practices to respond to 
observations he had made of students’ Of Mice and Men essays.  
Students struggle to provide responses to questions of how and why when 
heuristic paired with analysis of short film. Mr. Campbell began the class by observing 
that many students were “still a little hazy” about “making [the] connection between a 
technique” and “a theme” after having reviewed their first drafts of the Of Mice and Men 
essay” (Field Notes, 10/6/14). He went on to acknowledge “this was a different kind of 
thinking for you guys” (Field Notes, 10/6/14) and used the heuristic to stimulate students 
to think about literary analysis in terms of author’s techniques and themes. Mr. Campbell 
used students’ responses to a short film in order to practice connecting surface level 
observations to get to deeper meanings. This was the first of numerous examples where 
most students were not successful in meeting his expectations.  
Mr. Campbell reminded students of the heuristic (in the form of a sentence frame) 
by describing it as a “move” and “structure of analytical thought.” He pointed students to 
the frame on a handout he had distributed (The film uses __________to emphasize 
____________ [Handout, 10/6/14]), and students were to use it in order to make an 
interpretation of the short film they were about to watch.  
In the film, an older man sits on a sidewalk in front of staircase with a tin can at 
his feet. A piece of cardboard scrawled with the message “I’m blind. Please help.” leans 
against the staircase next to him. Only a few passersby drop coins into the can. One 
female passerby observes the situation, flips over the piece of cardboard, and writes a 
new message. Then, more and more pedestrians begin dropping coins into the can. The 
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blind man (and viewer) know the sign is different, but not exactly what has been altered 
on the sign. Finally, the camera pans to a close-up of the message of the sign, which reads 
“It’s a beautiful day, and I can’t see it.” The film ends with the message: “Change your 
words. Change your world” (Field Notes, 10/6/14).  
After the film ended, students were to identify a “technique” or “part” that the 
film used to communicate a “message” (Field Notes, 10/6/14). They were to insert the 
technique or part of the film in the first blank of the sentence frame, and the meaning or 
message in the second blank. Mr. Campbell opened up the floor to students’ 
interpretations. Mr. Campbell rarely indicated to students that they were right or wrong; 
he let them wrestle with the ideas, inserted follow-up questions, and typically offered a 
summative statement that gave students some indication of where he stood. As this 
exchange ensued however, Mr. Campbell more noticeably evaluated students’ 
contributions. For example, at one point, Luiz shared what he had thought about the film, 
but Mr. Campbell interrupted him with an evaluation of his comment:  
Luiz: In the film, the man wrote “I am blind,” but that was meaningless to the 
people around it, but then—  
Mr. Campbell (interrupting Luiz): Quick question - are you summarizing right 
now or analyzing?  
Luiz: No, because then I’m going to say what did it meant [stet.] to the other 
people— 
Mr. Campbell: But what are you doing right now?  
Luiz: I’m saying what happened. 
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Mr. Campbell: So, you are summarizing, right?  
Luiz: Yeah. 
Mr. Campbell: So, when you are analyzing, you want to pick something specific 
and then explain what it means. You don’t have to tell exactly what happened—
you don’t have to retell the whole story.  
Luiz: So, the way she wrote it in the film - it made other people feel more for the 
guy. Like, it meant something than just saying I’m blind. 
Mr. Campbell: You definitely need to tighten it up. To do something like this - a 
technique or something specific and how it shows the meaning.  
Mr. Campbell cut Luiz off because he believed Luiz was summarizing the clip rather than 
analyzing it. When Luiz tried to explain what he saw as the point of the film (“the way 
she wrote it … made other people feel more for the guy”), Mr. Campbell told him he 
needed to “tighten up” his response. In the final exchange, Kianna tried out another idea 
that did not get much traction with Mr. Campbell. Cyrus entered the conversation with a 
sentence that earned Mr. Campbell’s approval: 
Kianna: I said that the film uses the power of words to emphasize that, like the 
people didn’t care—and so, okay, they didn’t put themselves in his shoes—okay, 
he’s blind, there’s a lot of blind people, and then once they changed the sign, they 
saw that oh, it’s a beautiful day, and he can’t see it, [they] started to think—
they’re more directly affected.  
Mr. Campbell: OK.  
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Cyrus: The film uses a woman’s act of charity to emphasize the importance of 
word choice.  
Mr. Campbell: Beautiful! OK, so there you have the physical act of charity and 
then it shows the point. Does that make sense to you guys? 
Students: Kind of. 
Similar to Luiz, Kianna offered her interpretation of the film’s meaning—that the people 
were “more affected” when they could more concretely put themselves in “[the blind 
man’s] shoes.” She was unable to identify a particular technique and pull these ideas 
together into a tight sentence, but Cyrus did so, and Mr. Campbell lent his stamp of 
approval with the evaluation of “Beautiful!” Mr. Campbell went on to explain how this 
type of thinking could transfer to the analytic writing they were doing on Of Mice and 
Men. He said if they were writing about how the novel conveyed the meaning that 
“loneliness is dangerous,” for example, the next step students should take would be to 
ask, “How do you know that? What are the details that emphasize that?” (Field Notes, 
10/6/14).  
In exchanges such as this one (that became more frequent and more explicit over 
time), the focus of literary analysis drifted away from students’ ideas about texts and 
toward the articulation of a thesis statement in a particular way (i.e., using the sentence 
frame to name a technique and meaning as Cyrus had done). On one level, these 
exchanges stretched students to think differently about literary analysis. As the previous 
exchange had done for Sula, Cyrus left this conversation with extended understandings 
that led him to write his second and third analytical essays in the ways Mr. Campbell 
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encouraged (In fact, Mr. Campbell referred to Cyrus in interviews often as an example of 
ideal improvement). On another level, these exchanges left students like Luiz confused 
and others, sometimes frustrated. These exchanges became less about students 
constructing meaning together, as expertise seemingly resided with the teacher or some 
external source, rather than distributed among students in the class.  
Students struggle to provide responses to questions of how and why during 
thesis statement workshop on The Bluest Eye. This above exchange occurred at the 
beginning of the unit, but these kinds of exchanges became more frequent over time. 
Next, I offer one more example during the final thesis statement workshop on The Bluest 
Eye when Mr. Campbell expressed incredulity over students’ inability to determine how 
one student Berko’s thesis statement needed revision on responsiveness to the questions 
of how, why, and so what. At the beginning of the exchange, Berko read his thesis 
statement, and Tiffany, Michael, George and Mateo wondered aloud if his statement met 
the criteria for a clear argument supportive of development into three body paragraphs:  
Berko (reading thesis statement): Pecola feels that ugly people have less meaning 
to their lives and a smaller existence compared to beautiful people. 
[…] 
Michael: There’s no, like 3 controlling ideas. You know how the thesis is 
supposed to have 3 ideas?  
Mateo: Not always.  
Michael: What could your 3 ideas be? 
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Tiffany: I kind of agree with Michael . . . I don’t think you could pad it up with 3 
examples.  
[…] 
George: I don’t hear an argument right away. But you could, like—Seeing as how 
we’ve all finished the book, can I quote something about the book?  
Mr. Campbell: Yes.  
George: ’Cause I don’t like, think Pecola thinks that way about—Claudia and 
Frieda. 
Tiffany: It’s hard in this book specifically, to choose an argument because we’re 
swaying to the same side, as to agree like our feelings about the book, so it’s 
going to be hard to spark an argument, already, ’cause I think we all share similar 
opinions. Do I think this sparks an argument? Yes. I’m trying to think how you’re 
going to spread that further into 3 strong body paragraphs. Like, 3 strong ones. I 
can, like, see a good first and good two, but a third one? That’s what I think… 
Mateo: Oh, yeah, I can see, like, two, but not three.  
[…] 
Mateo: What are your examples? 
Berko then shared the three examples of text evidence he had identified to prove Pecola’s 
belief that less attractive people led less meaningful lives than attractive people. Tiffany 
evaluated his evidence by saying “Okay, so the first one and the third one, right? I like 
them, they seem strong. The first and the third one compared to the second seem weak.” 
A discussion then ensued between Cedric, Berko, George, and Tiffany about whether or 
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not Berko’s evidence was strong enough to support his thesis statement. As previously 
mentioned, it was common for students to focus on these features of an effective thesis 
statement (i.e., clarity, argumentative nature, and supportive of development) when they 
provided feedback to each other. By this point in the unit, however, Mr. Campbell 
expected students to consider the other features, and so, he redirected the conversation:  
Mr. Campbell: Instead of just thinking about whether it sparks a great debate or 
discussion, you also want to make sure you say something that is insightful and 
goes deeper than an obvious point that you could prove in the book. So can you 
think of another question you could ask that could go deeper based upon your 
thesis statement? To me, there’s a question that leaps out when you read your 
thesis statement.  
Silence. 
Mr. Campbell: Read it one more time, and kids, tell me what question you’re 
probably wondering. 
Berko reads statement (“Pecola feels that ugly people have less meaning to their 
lives and a smaller existence compared to beautiful people.”) 
Tiffany: I don’t have a question.  
Mr. Campbell: You guys don’t have a question?  
Tiffany: I don’t have any curiosity to know more. 
Mr. Campbell: Really? Kids, this is weird. 
Then Vincent and Tiffany suggested that Berko elaborate on how Pecola defines beauty, 
but this additional insight did not meet Mr. Campbell’s expectation of going deeper. The 
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discussion then became a guessing game for the question Mr. Campbell hoped students 
would pose:  
Mr. Campbell: You all are still being very literal and are focusing on what 
happens in the novel. Come on, it’s in the very opening, there are two words that 
Toni Morrison uses in the first chapter. 
Silence 
Tiffany: Quiet as it’s kept? 
Mr. Campbell: And further on…? 
Mateo: Contrast?  
Mr. Campbell: No one’s wondering why?  
[…] 
Mr. Campbell: You guys can’t hear how that the question of why isn’t an 
important one for that thesis statement. 
Tiffany: Oh, the question she asks in the foreword? What has driven her to this 
point?  
Mr. Campbell: Most of you guys are going to have to do this in your thesis 
statement. If you have a factual statement if you wanna go deeper, you have to 
ask one of those questions, like how, why, or so what? Right now, your thesis 
statement is making a point, but it’s not going that deeper step of asking why it’s 
true. If you can explain why she thinks that, then you’ll be able to do a lot more 
analysis and interpretation. (Audio Recording, 1/26/15)  
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This exchange was similar to the exchange between Mr. Campbell and Luiz in that Mr. 
Campbell was looking for a particular kind of response from students that they were 
unable to provide. In the end, Tiffany’s response indicated that she finally understood 
what he meant (“Oh, the question she asks in the foreword?”), but it was unclear if other 
students understood. Interestingly, Berko ended up rephrasing his thesis statement in his 
final draft, but he did not push beyond the central idea as Mr. Campbell had urged him to 
do. His thesis statement read as follows:  
Pecola and Pauline feel that ugly people’s existences have a lesser standard of 
importance and prominence than beautiful people. (Berko, The Bluest Eye final 
essay, 2/20/15). 
As such, Mr. Campbell’s requests to go deeper with their analyses posed challenges to 
students—even up until the final weeks of the analytical writing unit. Students focused on 
providing feedback to peers on the three features of a thesis statement that they 
understood and valued, but they struggled to ask and answer Mr. Campbell’s questions of 
how, why, or so what. When asked about this in an interview after students had completed 
their essays on The Bluest Eye, Mr. Campbell was unsure of how to navigate this 
challenge. He said,  
It makes you wonder … is the step further in their mind somewhere, and they just 
don’t know how to articulate it yet? Or does giving them the language to do that 
enable them to go even one step beyond where they naturally would be? I don’t 
know what the answer to that is but … I think they have a really good foundation 
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that they can build upon, but they’re definitely still works in progress. (Interview 
3) 
Mr. Campbell wondered why students were unable to go deeper with their thinking—
whether the deeper thoughts were lodged in students’ minds unable to surface, or if 
students did not yet have the language to articulate them. He felt that these kinds of 
discussions, though challenging, provided students with starting points for analytic 
thinking that could be further developed later in their education. Essentially, students had 
to think about literary analysis differently, and in order to do this, they had to bring newly 
developing discourses (i.e., socio-historical knowledge of the novels’ settings, as well as 
knowledge of literary terms and themes) to bear on their everyday observations of text. 
Some students reported in interviews they felt that they had improved in going deeper 
with their analyses over the course of the unit. Others reported frustration. I briefly 
review these varied responses in the next section.  
“I know I have to go deeper, but it is hard.” Mr. Campbell and most students 
believed they improved on going deeper with their analyses over time, but they reflected 
that this part of literary analysis was challenging for them. Elisabeth, Kianna, and 
Katarina shared reflections in interviews about the difficulties they experienced in 
generating deeper literary interpretations: 
• I had to think really, really hard of like what’s the deeper meaning of Of 
Mice and Men instead of just thinking about, ‘Oh, Lennie killed George, 
so George must not like Lennie.’ You have to have like a deeper meaning 
  
164
that actually means something … I think that was really hard for me 
(Elisabeth, Interview 1)  
• I now understand what I’m reading a lot more and I can talk more about 
what the meanings are. Before it was hard for me to understand the hidden 
meanings” (Kianna, Interview 2) 
• I read [The Bluest Eye] like the Bible. Line by line. It takes me forever to 
annotate. I force myself to find deeper meaning (Katarina, Field Notes, 
1/23/15) 
Elisabeth, Kianna, and Katarina shared in interviews how hard it was for them “find” and 
write about the “hidden” or “deeper” meanings of texts, and Katarina even so far as to 
say it was something she had to “force [herself]” to do. Some students wrestled with 
and/or possessed incomplete understandings of what Mr. Campbell meant by this. 
Students Marvin and Maya spoke of having to consider their own perspectives in light of 
the author’s:  
• I’m really literal. So, then, like, I guess it was hard for me to, the book, 
what’s it trying to say … the reader has a different point of view than the 
… author, so you really have to, try and see what they’re getting at, 
instead of your own interpretation. So, like, you won’t get it wrong and 
say, umm, say something that’s misinterpretated [stet.] by the author. 
(Marvin, Interview 2)  
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• You can read a book and sort of have an idea of what the author is trying 
to say; go back and look deeper; try to be the author and see where the 
author is coming from. (Maya, Interview 3)  
Mr. Campbell had explicitly tried to counter this thinking, reminding students that there 
was not one “right interpretation.” However, his expectation that students consider the 
ways authors make deliberate choices about the language they use in order to convey 
particular messages confused the message some students. Here, it was late in the unit that 
Marvin and Maya spoke of privileging the author’s intentions over their own 
interpretations. Marvin communicated how it was the reader’s job to “see what [the 
author is] getting at, instead of your own interpretation.” He cautioned against “get[ting] 
[the interpretation] wrong” by asserting a personal interpretation that did not reflect the 
author’s intention. Maya, too, elevated the author’s intention over her individual 
perspective (“[you should] try to be the author” and “see where the author is coming 
from”). Another student Deandre understood Mr. Campbell to mean that his thoughts 
about the text played less of a role in analytical essays: 
You can’t get really too personal in analytical papers. That was my problem. I 
would put in my own thoughts in it. Then Mr. Campbell would tell me I should 
just keep it factual. (Deandre, Interview 2)  
These responses further illustrate the tension that had emerged in Mr. Campbell’s 
discourse on literary interpretations as time went on. Mr. Campbell wanted students to 
develop their own unique interpretations of literature, but with this added expectation to 
interrogate the levels of texts (i.e., deeper meanings), he also wanted them to craft 
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interpretations in particular ways.  
Though challenging for them, some students embraced the opportunity to think 
differently about literature and strived to access the discourses available to them in order 
to meet Mr. Campbell’s expectations (e.g., Kianna, Mateo, Tiffany, Cyrus, and Maya). 
Other students were invested but struggled to meet his expectation because it required a 
kind of critical thinking that posed cognitive challenges for them (e.g., Abraham, Luiz, 
and Marvin). For others (e.g., Elisabeth, Katarina, and Deandre), it was hard to invest in 
meeting this particular expectation when it ran counter to their goals as writers, a point 
that I explore in more depth in the case studies in chapter 6. 
Students Respond to Expectation of Originality and Insightfulness 
Mr. Campbell had also communicated that a thesis statement be insightful and 
original, and there were two ways he discussed this expectation. First, he spoke about the 
importance of students generating their own unique perspectives on a piece of literature 
that went deeper. Students understood this to mean they were to generate points of view 
that were different from other students. Second, he introduced students to the idea that 
there were conventional and unconventional interpretations of literature, and students 
should consider taking the “road less travelled.” He introduced a complex sentence 
pattern and guided students through another short analytical writing task in order to 
facilitate students’ thinking around this expectation. Students took up the sentence frame 
and the complementary idea in varied ways. In the following sections, I briefly describe 
the ways students understood the first point and how it set them up for development as 
analytical writers. Then, I discuss the ways students understood and took up the idea 
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about conventional and unconventional interpretations. I describe the ways students came 
to appropriate the complex sentence pattern. I suggest that these expectations left some 
students striving to fulfill his expectations with the resources that were available to them.  
“You need to separate yourself from everyone else”: Students strived to craft 
original thesis statements in the ways they could. Students took seriously Mr. 
Campbell’s expectation to compose original thesis statements. They understood this to 
mean, as Abraham and Kianna describe below, that they were to generate points of view 
on novels that were different from those of their peers: 
• It’s an analytical essay, so you need to separate yourself from everyone 
else to have a thesis that stands out. You don’t wanna have the same thing 
as someone else if you kinda have the same thinking … it’s really personal 
because only you saw the book this way and only you could actually 
describe how you saw the book this way. (Abraham, Interview 2) 
• It’s like you need to take your own new spin on what you think the book is 
actually about and not what they [peers] already know. (Kianna, Interview 
3) 
Abraham and Kianna spoke about developing literary interpretations that reflected 
different thinking from their peers. Recall that students were participating in discussions 
about the novels with each other in the literature class. Furthermore, Mr. Campbell 
administered a task sheet for each essay assignment with a list of six to seven suggestions 
of topics they could use to craft their thesis statements (see Appendices R and T for 
examples of task sheets). As such, students drew from this common pool of resources to 
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inform the interpretations they were to write about in their analytical essays for writing 
class. Indeed, analysis of students’ writing indicate that for each analytical essay, 
students’ literary interpretations tended to cluster around five to eight topics.  
While students wanted to “separate [themselves] from everyone else,” and they 
put forth a great amount of effort to do so, students inevitably ended up writing about 
similar topics (e.g., the role of the character Lennie in Of Mice and Men). In a discussion 
about the third and final analytical essay, Tiffany pointed out how hard it was to meet the 
expectation of originality. Prior to Tiffany’s comment, Mr. Campbell had administered 
the task sheet for the essay with a list of possible topics, the last of which encouraged 
students to write about a topic of their own choosing:  
Mr. Campbell: I am hoping a lot of you guys will do number seven . . . which is 
to develop a topic of your own. So I am hoping that something has already stood 
out to you. I think the thing that probably stands out the most to people are beauty 
and eyes and ideas that relate to one of those two things, which is great. There is 
no one right answer of an essay that you’re supposed to write …. Do you think 
this one will be easier to write about The Bluest Eye or harder than the others? 
Katarina: Easier. 
Tiffany: For me, it’ll be harder because I don’t want to write about something 
everyone else is going to write.  
Students: (including Maya and Abraham): Yeah.  
Tiffany: I don’t wanna have the typical topic of beauty or just the blue eyes … so 
I think it’s going to be hard.  
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By emphasizing option number seven, Mr. Campbell again highlighted the importance of 
students generating their own perspectives on the novel. Yet, this posed a challenge for 
some students. Tiffany and others wanted to push themselves to develop a unique 
interpretation, and they wanted to avoid writing about the topics common to discussions. 
Kianna described feeling similarly as she described developing the topic for her literary 
interpretation on The Bluest Eye. She had written about how relationships between 
characters resembled those of organisms in an ecosystem: “I feel like I really wracked my 
brain for an interesting thing cuz’ it makes people like, ‘What? The ecosystem? How is 
this connected to the ecosystem?’” (Kianna, Interview, 2). Appropriating a framework 
from a science class, Kianna “wracked her brain” to develop an interesting point of view 
that would cause readers to think differently about the text. Kianna, Tiffany, and others 
highly valued the opportunity to be original, and with the discourses available to them, 
they strived to meet this expectation.  
Original interpretation as unconventional interpretation: Students 
appropriate complex sentence pattern. Mr. Campbell’s introduction of a complex 
sentence pattern conveyed another understanding of originality to students, and students 
took up this frame in complex ways. The complex sentence frame encouraged students to 
acknowledge one side of an interpretation, and then state their more unconventional 
interpretation in the second part (i.e., the example of a thesis statement given to students 
for the short story “Birthday Party”; “Although it seems like the husband is to blame for 
the fight that breaks out in Brush’s [short story], really the wife is at fault”). Mr. 
Campbell further emphasized that by articulating an unconventional interpretation, the 
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reader would be enticed to eagerly read the essay to find out how the writer was going to 
develop and support this novel interpretation.  
Students were to use the complex sentence pattern to articulate their thesis 
statements for a short analytical writing task on the short story “The Birthday Party,” but 
many students did not end up doing so in the ways Mr. Campbell envisioned. He noted 
that over fifty percent of students did not use a complex sentence in their thesis 
statements, as they were advised to do. He further explained that those who did use the 
frame did not use it appropriately. In fact, several students who did not use the complex 
sentence adopted a moral/ethical stance in their thesis statements that did not align with 
the genre of literary analysis (e.g., “Not everyone likes surprises, but everyone needs to 
show gratitude” and “A wife should know if her smug, rude husband likes to be 
surprised”).  
Of those using the complex sentence pattern, most struggled to use the sentence 
structure as it was intended—to emphasize their particular interpretation in contrast to 
alternative interpretations. In other words, it was hard to discern on which side—the 
wife’s or husband’s—the students were attempting to align. One student’s thesis 
statement (“While the husband in this situation can be blamed, the wife is more to 
blame”), for example, received the following commentary from Mr. Campbell: “You’re 
using a complex sentence well, but the complex sentence [should be] balanced - one side 
has to be heavier. Weigh [it] down [on] the wife’s side” (Field Notes, 10/24/14). Eleven 
students used the sentence pattern (or variations on the pattern) to articulate their literary 
interpretations for To Kill a Mockingbird and The Bluest Eye, and the same issues 
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persisted for some students. The pattern set students up to position two ideas in 
opposition with each other, but often the ideas students supplied for each side of the 
phrase were not in strong enough opposition to each other for the pattern to fulfill its 
intended purpose. Students were using the discourses that were accessible to them in 
order to make their interpretations unconventional. If students were to truly incorporate 
this idea of conventional and unconventional into their literary interpretations, they 
needed access to other discourses (i.e., that of literary critics) in order to take such a 
stance. That was a discourse to which most students had not yet gained access.  
Summary of Student Response to Mr. Campbell’s Discourse on Other Aspects of Literary 
Interpretations 
Most students embraced features one through three of Mr. Campbell’s 
expectations on crafting effective literary interpretations and the first aspect of literary 
reasoning. Students invested in the opportunity to develop clear, well-supported 
interpretations of literature, and mediators (primarily, the thesis statement workshop) 
worked to develop and refine students’ understandings of these expectations in order to 
move them past points of struggle. Many students, however, did meet the expectations of 
features four and five of Mr. Campbell’s expectations on literary interpretations and 
aspects two and three of literary reasoning. In some cases, the additional expectations 
extended students’ thinking about literature in new directions—directions that Mr. 
Campbell hoped students would move toward, as he saw these as preparation for 
successful participation in their future school contexts. In other cases, students strived to 
meet Mr. Campbell’s expectations, and they worked to take up these expectations by 
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accessing the discourses familiar to them. In so doing, some students appropriated tools 
in ways that were not intended by Mr. Campbell, but these moves were a starting point. 
The mediators stimulated these students to think about literary analysis in a different way 
and as Mr. Campbell articulated, perhaps later, they would come to more thoroughly 
internalize and enact these understandings in the ways he envisioned. For a few students, 
these added expectations challenged the flexibility conferred by earlier discussions of 
literary interpretations. When Mr. Campbell urged students to consider their personal 
points of view on text in light of three additional factors—the author’s rhetorical moves, 
the themes those moves conveyed, and the originality of their interpretations—some 
students experienced challenges to their own goals and beliefs about writing. He had 
moved these students away from their personal, relevant connections toward those that 
were important to success in future school contexts.   
Summary of Discourse on Literary Interpretations 
Mr. Campbell’s discourse on literary interpretations remained static. There were 
shifting emphases on how the students could relate to literary analysis depending on how 
it was being talked about at the time (i.e., inviting personal connections to texts in some 
classes and pushing for consideration of author’s craft and literary themes in other 
classes), but the standard to which the teacher aspired did not change. In the face of 
struggles and tensions experienced by students, Mr. Campbell attempted to facilitate 
students’ adjustment through the use of mediators (i.e., thesis statement workshops, 
outlines, and self-assessment handout). As a result, students worked within these 
expectations to move their thinking forward, but ultimately they had to adapt to the 
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discourse instead of modifying the discourse to adapt to their communicative needs.  
For some students, these added expectations compromised their connections to the genre. 
I argue that to meet these expectations, students had to shift toward adopting a more 
authoritative stance toward literature and that for some, this presented points of cognitive 
and affective tension because it required a negotiation of the students’ goals with the 
goals the discourse demanded from them. In chapter 6, I explore in-depth the ways three 
focal students negotiated these struggles and tensions and how the contextual and cultural 
factors informed that negotiation.  
The next chapter (chapter 5), however, reports on patterns of writing development 
of the class as a whole. While this chapter has reported on students’ general 
understandings, attitudes, and responses to Mr. Campbell’s discourse on literary 
interpretations, the next chapter focuses on the specific ways students took up the features 
in their writing. Tracing the analytical writing development of all students from essay one 
to essay three, the chapter also reports on the increasingly varied discourses students 
called upon to inform the crafting of their literary interpretations.  
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CHAPTER FIVE: OVERALL DEVELOPMENT OF STUDENTS’ LITERARY 
INTERPRETATIONS 
This chapter reports on patterns of writing development observed among all 
students across the three-month analytical writing unit. Particularly, this chapter reports 
on the following three research questions related to the literary interpretations (i.e., thesis 
statements and topic sentences) students made in each analytical essay: 
1. When given the flexibility to make an argument about or interpretation of any 
aspect of the novel, what did students write about in their literary interpretations?  
2. How did students take up Mr. Campbell’s discourse in their literary 
interpretations? How did students’ uptake shift over time?  
Across the three-month analytical writing unit, students shifted from making 
interpretations of characters to drawing from an increasing number of discourses to take 
more layered points of view on characters. Students began to situate/understand 
characters in contexts—first, understanding commonalities among characters’ 
circumstances; second, considering characters’ experiences in the context of the novel’s 
social environment; and third, suggesting that characters’ experiences are being used by 
the author as a way to communicate a novel’s theme. As students increasingly invoked 
combinations of discourses, some began to treat literary analysis with more complexity, 
specificity, and rhetorical distance. A few students continued to treat literary analysis as 
an analysis of characters’ experiences.  
In the first three sections, I first report on the findings from each assigned literary 
analysis essay. I also describe overall student development from one essay to the next, 
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starting with the second essay. In the final section, I summarize the findings from all 
three essays.  
Literary Interpretations for Of Mice and Men: Students Take Various Points of 
View on Characters’ Experiences With Limited Analytical Development 
For their first analytical essay in this context, students took various points of view 
on characters’ experiences. While the obvious or general nature of the interpretations 
supported limited analytical development, most students’ thesis statements made a basic 
interpretation of or argument about the novel.  
Literary Analysis as Character Analysis for Most Students 
For their first attempt at writing analytical essays in this instructional context, 
60% of students (n = 12) took up literary analysis as taking a point of view on characters 
(i.e., identifying patterns in the experiences of one or multiple character/s). Following 
characters, 35% of students wrote about author’s technique (n = 7), and one student 
wrote about characters-theme (n = 1; see Figure 4). Of the 60% of students (n = 12) who 
made interpretations about character, most discussed commonalities among the conflicts 
experienced by the characters (e.g., characters’ dreams are interrupted because others had 
their own agendas). Other students described the relationships between characters (e.g., 
the bond of friendship between George and Lennie) and speculated about characters’ 
motivations (e.g., Curley’s wife was lonely, not evil).  
Of the 35% of students (n = 7) who made interpretations of the author’s moves, 
most of them used the mention of author’s techniques related to one character or group 
of characters in order to make interpretations about other characters (n = 4; e.g., 
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Steinbeck uses Lennie’s childlike mind to expose other characters’ cruelty). Following 
characters, students used their discussion of author’s moves to make interpretations of 
characters-theme second (n = 2; the essay makes an interpretation of the characters’ 
experiences and suggests a connection between the characters’ experiences and the 
novel’s theme, but the interpretation does not make that connection explicit) and theme 
third (n = 1). The author’s techniques included the following: use of characters’ 
personalities (n = 1); use of characters’ names (n = 1); use of characters’ 
experiences/conflicts (n = 2); use of minor characters (n = 1); use of metaphor (n = 1); 
use of the title/symbolism (n = 1). As such, most of the references to author’s techniques 
(n = 4) were related to characters (i.e., minor characters, names, personalities, conflicts) 
and three could be characterized as rhetorical (i.e., metaphor, symbolism, metaphorical 
nature of characters’ names).  
The remaining student Abraham (n = 1) made an interpretation of what I call 
characters-theme—that is, the interpretations of characters suggested a connection to the 
themes of the novel, but the student did not make that theme explicit in his supporting 
topic sentences. Abraham articulated that characters possessed differences excluding 
them from society (i.e., Crooks was left out of activity on the farm because he was 
African-American), but through his topic sentences, he did not explicitly develop the link 
between this observation about characters and a larger theme. 
In sum, the majority of students chose to analyze characters in their first literary 
analysis essays on Of Mice and Men. Some students also chose to consider author’s 
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technique and one student’s interpretation suggested an interpretation of theme, but by in 
large, these aspects of the novel were used as a way in to discuss the novel’s characters. 
 
 
CHARACTERS 
The essay makes an interpretation of characters: who 
characters are, how they develop, and/or why they behave 
in the ways that they do. 
 
n = 12 (60%) 
 
 
AUTHOR’S MOVES 
 
The essay makes an interpretation of how a particular 
move by the author or the book (i.e., use of figurative 
language, plot device, characters’ experiences) is used to 
make a comment on the character(s) or the theme. 
 
n = 7 (35%) 
 
 
CHARACTERS-THEME 
The essay makes an interpretation of the characters’ 
experiences and suggests a connection between the 
characters’ experiences and the novel’s theme, but the 
interpretation does not make that connection explicit.  
 
n = 1 (5%) 
 
 
Figure 4. Category of literary analysis informing interpretations in essays on Of Mice and 
Men. 
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Most Students Make Basic Interpretations or Arguments 
Twenty percent of students (n = 4) crafted literary interpretations I called 
“developing interpretation,” or “close-to-text observations” (i.e., the least sophisticated 
interpretation in this context). The interpretations of these essays made accurate 
observations of the novel, but the observations were general and/or bordered on plot 
summary. I termed these developing interpretations “observations” rather than “points of 
view” because they did not typically move beyond general summaries of one aspect of 
plot. The following thesis statements were considered developing:  
No matter how much trouble they get themselves into, they always seem to find a 
way to persevere. (Adam, Of Mice and Men final essay, 10/14/14) 
However, many of the character’s dreams are ruined, by several events causing a 
conflict and they were unable to complete their goals. (Elisabeth, Of Mice and 
Men final essay, 10/14/14) 
Throughout the novel, Lennie learns the hard way that his true character cannot 
survive in the harsh world of the Depression. (Michael, Of Mice and Men final 
essay, 10/14/14) 
George and Lennie both have the same dream, but Lennie prevents them from 
attaining their dream. Lennie does not have control over his physical body, which 
shows that he does not have control over his destiny. (Marvin, Of Mice and Men 
final essay, 10/14/14) 
These thesis statements are “developing” for different reasons. Some statements (e.g., 
Adam’s, Elisabeth’s, and Michael’s) are accurate but so general that they did not warrant 
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development into a full analytical essay. These essays’ topic sentences ended up 
functioning as plot summaries rather than as analytical statements. Marvin’s statement 
was more specific than the previous three statements, but again, he did not supply the 
analytical topic sentences that would support the interpretativeness of his statement. 
Sixty-five percent of students (n = 13) composed what I call “basic interpretations 
or arguments,” or interpretations that took a point of view by identifying patterns in the 
text. The majority of students fell into this category—the middle point on the rubric (i.e., 
the one I developed to analyze students’ essays) from least sophisticated to most 
sophisticated interpretations in this classroom. That is, the essays’ interpretations 
typically identified a general pattern in the text and showed how that pattern was present 
in multiple spots in the text. Though the interpretations identified patterns about 
characters and their conflicts that were commonly discussed in class, the essays 
demonstrated that students were indeed taking points of view on the novel that went 
beyond plot summary or general observations of the text. The following three thesis 
statements are examples of basic interpretations:  
Lennie’s desire to pet soft things escalates in Of Mice And Men and shows that 
George and Lennie can get close to their dream, but they can never attain it. 
(Luiz, Of Mice and Men final essay, 10/14/14) 
Even though George and Lennie strive for their dream, Of Mice and Men shows 
that they can not achieve it because everyone else in the book has their own 
agenda. (Maya, Of Mice and Men final essay, 10/14/14) 
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Lennie finds a way to shine light on someone’s life, but he’s also a trap that 
springs when characters get too close to their dreams. (Tiffany, Of Mice and Men 
final essay, 10/14/14) 
These three students identify a pattern in the text. In fact, it is the same pattern—that 
there is some specific interference in the achievement of characters’ goals or dreams. 
These students then showed how this pattern played out in multiple spots in the text 
through their topic sentences. For example, Luiz shows how Lennie’s attraction to soft 
things (a mouse; a lady’s skirt; Curley’s wife’s hair) leads to disruptions of his and 
George’s personal and professional goals. Tiffany makes a similar argument, and she 
uses a metaphor to articulate her statement: Lennie has both the effect of a “light” and a 
“trap” on other characters. These statements were not considered strong interpretative 
statements in this class because they did not spark much disagreement among the class 
community. Nonetheless, they stated a point of view that went slightly beyond a 
summary of the plot, and as such, they earned the designation of “basic interpretation or 
argument.”  
Another 15% of students (n = 3) composed literary interpretations that were 
“strong,” in that they more firmly took a stand (i.e., the most sophisticated kind of 
interpretation in this context). These interpretations were strong, in that they were more 
original and/or clearly made an attempt to articulate author’s technique and/or literary 
theme (i.e., responding to how, why, or so what). The strong interpretations included the 
following thesis statements:  
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However even though he may seem to be an idiotic bindlestiff, Lennie appears to 
have some kind of mental disability such as autism. (Dylan, Of Mice and Men 
final essay, 10/14/14) 
With his personality, the novel shows the world through Lennie’s eyes. Of Mice 
and Men uses Lennie’s child-like mind to show how cruel Curley, Crooks, and 
George are in the book. (Sula, Of Mice and Men final essay, 10/14/14) 
The author’s use of characterization is based on the character’s prominent traits. 
The names Crooks, Curley’s wife, and Candy reflect the personality of their 
character. (Mateo, Of Mice and Men final essay, 10/14/14) 
Dylan’s statement was considered strong in this context because he developed an original 
statement that took an unconventional point of view on the character Lennie. Mateo both 
identified surface level features (i.e., Lennie’s personality and characters’ names) to point 
out deeper observations of other phenomena (i.e., other characters’ personalities).  
Some Students’ Statements Support Development Into Three Body Paragraphs, but Few 
Compose Analytical Topic Sentences 
Some students’ thesis statements supported development into three body 
paragraphs, but few composed topic sentences that developed the main interpretation in 
an analytic way. Thirty percent of thesis statements (n = 6) were not supportive of 
development in that they did not clearly convey (either explicitly or implicitly) how the 
thesis statement would break up into three body paragraphs. Of those statements, students 
based their thesis statement on one particular aspect of one or two characters (e.g., 
motivations of Curley’s wife; friendship between George and Lennie). The scope of those 
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topics was not robust enough to support development into three body paragraphs. Thirty-
five percent of students’ thesis statements were somewhat supportive of development (n = 
7) in that they conveyed generally how the thesis statement would break up into three 
body paragraphs. Another 35% of students’ thesis statements (n = 7) supported the 
development into three body paragraphs in that the thesis statement clearly conveyed how 
the argument would develop and what three pieces of evidence would be used to support 
the argument. Of those that were supportive (n = 7), most (n = 4) explicitly referenced the 
three ideas that would be analyzed in the body paragraphs while the rest (n = 3) implied 
what those ideas might be.  
A little over a third of students’ topic sentences were not analytical at all (35%) 
in that they summarized an aspect of the plot. Most students’ topic sentences were 
somewhat analytical (55%) in that students either used the topic sentences to announce 
the text evidence they would use, focused on part of the argument articulated in their 
thesis statements (not the whole argument), or used the topic sentence as a point of entry 
into an analytical discussion. Only 10% of sentences met the criteria for satisfying Mr. 
Campbell’s expectation that they function as a mini thesis statement.  
Of the 90% of essays whose topic sentences did not meet Mr. Campbell’s 
expectation (i.e., those essays that contained topic sentences that were somewhat 
analytical or not analytical at all), two patterns emerged. Some students were using the 
topic sentence as a point of entry for a discussion of their thesis statement. For example, 
Anita’s thesis statement stated that relationships between characters furthered one of the 
character’s development. The topic sentence for the first body paragraph, however, 
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simply stated that two characters were in relationship with each other: 
One of the most apparent relationships is shared by Lennie and George. 
The paragraph went on to describe the ways George becomes more responsible as a 
function of the parental role he assumes in his relationship with Lennie. In order to be a 
fully analytical statement in the ways that Mr. Campbell expected, the statement would 
need to state how the relationship furthered George’s development. It did not; it only got 
Anita started for an analytical conversation on how George’s role in the relationship 
developed. As such, the topic sentence was only somewhat analytical. 
Other topic sentences that were not analytical at all were descriptions of plot 
points. These topic sentences tended to accompany thesis statements that were “close to 
text” observations. For example, Adam’s thesis statement stated that despite their 
obstacles, the characters in the novel persevere. The topic sentence for the second body 
paragraph read:  
As [George’s and Lennie’s] journey for a job continues, they find one. 
This topic sentence states a plot point. The paragraph went on to describe how George 
and Lennie persevere by fleeing one job to seek another job in a different place. As such, 
Adam used the topic sentence to state the first event in a sequence of events in which the 
characters persevered. Because Adam’s essay recounted three conflicts experienced by 
the characters and the ways they surmounted those conflicts, the entire essay became 
more of a plot summary than an analysis of the meaning of those conflicts, and as such, 
the topic sentences were descriptive rather than analytical.  
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A Third of Students Use Sentence Frame to Devote Limited Attention to the Surface and 
Deeper Levels of Text 
Thirty percent of students (n = 6) referenced the levels of text in their thesis 
statements (i.e., the how, why, and so what). Most of these students (n = 5) used the 
how/why sentence frame in order to discuss the levels of the text (see Table 8). Students 
used the sentence frame to identify the techniques (i.e., the “how”) that pointed to other 
patterns within the text. Of those applying the sentence frame, most students’ thesis 
statements (n = 4) argued that a particular technique used by the author (e.g., the 
struggles of Curley’s wife, Crooks, and George) reflected some truth about the characters 
(e.g., their loneliness). These interpretations did not articulate the ways the author used 
these techniques to convey deeper meanings or themes about life; rather, the students’ 
essays use the references to techniques to illustrate other phenomena within the text. 
Berko’s thesis statement articulated a larger meaning or theme (the unpredictability of 
life), and that was an exception to patterns in the data (i.e., he identified an author’s 
technique to point to a deeper meaning about life that extended beyond the events in the 
novel). One student Cedric did not use the sentence frame, but he did reference literary 
techniques in his thesis statement; he made an interpretation stating that characters’ 
physical traits were a metaphor for their emotional states. 
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Table 8.  
Students’ literary interpretations that appropriate heuristic/sentence frame for essay on 
Of Mice and Men (n = 5) 
Student 
Surface Feature           
(The author uses _____) 
Deeper Meaning              
(in order to ____.) 
Effect of Student’s 
Approach 
Katarina 
Curley’s wife, Crook’s, and 
George’s struggles 
portray loneliness and 
longing 
Use of characters’ 
experiences to suggest 
theme 
Vincent 
Crooks, Curley’s wife, and 
Candy 
show that people with 
differences struggle to find 
acceptance in their everyday 
lives 
Use of characters to 
suggest theme 
Sula Lennie’s child-like mind 
show how cruel Curley, 
Crooks, and George are in 
the book 
Use of character’s 
personality to illustrate 
characters’ personalities  
Mateo 
characterization/names 
Crooks, Curley’s wife, and 
Candy 
reflect the personality of 
their character 
Use of names to 
illustrate characters’ 
personalities 
Berko the title 
symbolize the 
unpredictability of life 
Use of title to convey 
theme 
 
Students Demonstrate Originality Through Variety of Topics 
In this context, Mr. Campbell defined originality in multiple ways. As one 
definition, an interpretation was original if it differed from peers’ interpretations. 
According to that definition, students composed original thesis statements because their 
interpretations clustered around a variety of topics (n = 7; see Table 9). Mr. Campbell 
defined insightfulness as making an interpretation that uses the surface levels of text to 
get toward the deeper meanings of texts. While some students attempted to do this, only 
Berko met this standard for insightfulness by discussing a theme that extended beyond 
the pages of the text (see discussion above). Mr. Campbell also defined originality in 
terms of making an unconventional interpretation of literature; he used a complex 
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sentence pattern to emphasize this aspect of literary reasoning. While two students 
appropriated the sentence pattern (see Table 10), one used it in the ways Mr. Campbell 
had intended. Dylan used the construction to illustrate a contrast between those readers 
who see Lennie as “idiotic” and his own interpretation of the character as “autistic.” 
Abraham, on the other hand, used the sentence pattern introduced via a model essay to 
assist with the wording of his thesis statement, but he did not use it to augment a contrast 
between what most readers think and what the writer thinks.  
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Table 9. 
Topics of Thesis Statements for Essays on Of Mice and Men 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
No. students 
(n = 20) 
Topics 
n = 5 1. Role of Lennie in the novel 
• e.g., Lennie’s desire to pet 
soft things interferes with 
George’s and Lennie’s 
dream to own land 
n = 5 2. Author’s move used to 
communicate particular message 
• e.g., minor characters reveal 
important plot points 
n = 3 3. Interference with characters’ 
goals  
• e.g., characters’ dreams 
interrupted because others 
had their own agendas 
n = 2 4. The bond between George and 
Lennie 
n = 2 5. Why characters behave the way 
they do 
• e.g., Curley’s wife is lonely, 
not evil 
• e.g., Lennie as autistic 
n = 2 6. Loneliness and/or exclusion of 
characters 
• e.g., Curley’s wife, Crooks, 
and George experience 
loneliness 
n = 1 7. Characters persevere through 
difficulties 
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Table 10. 
Two Students’ Literary Interpretations That Appropriate Conventional/Unconventional 
Sentence Pattern 
 
Student 
 
What Most People Think  
 
(On the surface it seems _______, ) 
 
 
What I Think 
 
(but beyond that ______.)  
 
Abraham 
Without paying attention to the all 
the characters in the novel,  
the reader wouldn’t notice that 
three of them have differences that 
exclude them from society.  
 
Dylan 
However even though he may seem 
to be an idiotic bindlestiff,  
 
Lennie appears to have some kind 
of mental disability such as autism. 
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Summary of Students’ Interpretations for Of Mice and Men 
In their first attempt at writing analytical essays in this instructional context, the 
majority of students made basic interpretations of characters. Though Mr. Campbell 
characterized statements like these as “obvious” or “simple” (Field Notes, 10/3/14), 
students were indeed developing their own individual interpretations on a variety of 
topics in the novel. Most students appropriated parts of Mr. Campbell’s discourse in their 
literary interpretations—primarily, the notion that a thesis statement makes an 
interpretation of or argument about the novel. Some students’ statements supported 
development into three body paragraphs, but many did not clearly convey (either 
explicitly or implicitly) the three pieces of evidence that would be used to support the 
thesis statement. Relatedly, few students composed analytical topic sentences in the way 
Mr. Campbell had emphasized (i.e., as mini thesis statements). Most students used the 
topic sentences in different ways—as entry points to start a discussion or to describe an 
aspect of the plot they would elaborate on in the body paragraphs. Finally, while some 
students were attempting to go deeper in their literary analysis through the appropriation 
of the how/why sentence frame, students used it to discuss the conflicts and motivations 
of characters—aspects of the novel that did not actually interrogate the extended 
meanings and themes Mr. Campbell had encouraged students to consider. The tendency 
of most students was to make general interpretations on a topic of interest to them (i.e., 
characters’ experiences) that did not support the development of the thesis into analytical 
topic sentences, and thus, a full analytical essay. 
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Literary Interpretations for To Kill a Mockingbird: Students Take Contextualized 
Points of View on Characters More Supportive of Analytical Development 
For the students’ second attempt at writing analytical essays, most treated literary 
analysis as taking a contextualized point of view on characters (i.e., discussing character 
development in the context of the novel’s social environment). In order to make these 
interpretations, students called upon other discourses (chiefly, their understandings of 
racial inequality in the South during the 1930s—the social environment of the novel). 
Additionally, several students invoked both knowledge of social context and an 
awareness of author’s craft in order to support their interpretations of characters and 
themes.  
Literary Analysis as Character Analysis Within a Novel’s Social Environment 
The analysis of students’ interpretations reveals a similar breakdown of literary 
categories as those in Of Mice and Men, but students were situating their interpretations 
of characters within a broader context, and a few students moved beyond character 
analysis to thematic analysis. (It should also be noted that the essay of one  
student—Cedric—was not collected for this assignment. The total amount of students 
changed from 20 to 19.) Students elected to make interpretations of characters first (n = 
12; 63%), author’s techniques second (n = 6; 32%), and characters-theme third (n = 1; 
5%) (see Table 11). All essays in the characters category situated the interpretations of 
characters in the context of the novel’s social environment. Of the essays (n = 12) in this 
category, most essays (n = 5) made claims about how the social environment of 1930s in 
the American South impacted character development; other students (n = 3) made claims 
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about the various ways characters approached prejudice in the southern town of 
Maycomb, Alabama; and the remaining essays (n = 4) evaluated the approach of one 
character, Atticus, towards fighting prejudice. The references to social environment 
indicated that students were drawing upon their knowledge of this time period in order to 
inform their interpretations of characters (e.g., evaluating character’s heroism and 
understanding children’s experiences in light of the context). 
Another notable shift in interpretations from the first to second essays was that 
most students making interpretations of author’s techniques used those references to 
suggest connections to the novel’s possible themes. Of the 32% of students (n = 6) who 
made interpretations of the author’s moves, four (Abraham, Cyrus, Elisabeth, and 
Tiffany) used the mention of author’s moves in order to suggest or convey a connection 
to the novel’s possible themes (e.g., Lee uses metaphors to emphasize innocence and 
injustice). The remaining two students Deandre and Vincent used the references to 
explore aspects of characters. Two students Cyrus and Elisabeth specifically named the 
rhetorical techniques (i.e., symbolism and metaphor) and described how the author 
developed those moves to convey meanings.  
One student Maya made an interpretation of characters-theme —that is, the 
interpretations of characters suggested (but did not make explicit) a connection to the 
themes of the novel (e.g., characters express different kinds of love in their relationships 
with each other).  
 In sum, the majority of students again chose to analyze characters in their second 
literary analysis essays on To Kill a Mockingbird, but those students situated their 
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treatment of characters in the social environment of the novel. The remaining students 
analyzed the character experiences or author’s techniques in order to hint at connections 
to the novel’s themes. Accordingly, a few students were moving beyond the analysis of 
character toward the analysis of themes.  
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Table 11.  
Category of Literary Analysis Informing Interpretations 
 OMM 
(n = 20) 
TKM 
(n = 19) 
 
CHARACTERS 
The essay makes an 
interpretation of characters: who 
characters are, how they 
develop, and/or why they 
behave in the ways that they do. 
 
 
n = 12 (60%) 
 
INTERPRETING the 
conflicts and motivations 
of, as well as the 
relationships between, 
characters  
 
n = 12 (63%) 
 
INTERPRETING 
CHARACTERS (i.e., 
character evaluation, 
motivation, development) 
IN THE CONTEXT OF 
THE NOVEL’S SOCIAL 
ENVIRONMENT 
 
 
AUTHOR’S TECHNIQUES 
The essay makes an 
interpretation of how a 
particular move by the author or 
the book (i.e., use of figurative 
language, plot device, 
characters’ experiences) is used 
to make a comment on the 
character(s) or the theme. 
 
n = 7 (35%) 
 
 
n = 6 (32%) 
 
CHARACTERS-THEME 
The essay makes an 
interpretation of the characters’ 
experiences and suggests a 
connection between the 
characters’ experiences and the 
novel’s theme, but the 
interpretation does not make 
that connection explicit.  
 
n = 1 (5%) 
 
 
n = 1 (5%) 
 
THEME 
The essay makes an 
interpretation of the novel’s 
theme or meaning.  
 
n = 0 
 
n = 0 
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Students Consistently Make Basic Interpretations 
Eleven percent of students (down from 20%) of students (n = 2) composed 
developing interpretations, or “close-to-text observations” (i.e., the least sophisticated 
interpretation in this context). These essays made accurate observations of the novel, but 
the observations were general and/or bordered on plot summary. Deandre and Anita had 
both made basic interpretations previously, but this time, their statements did not meet 
the criteria:  
To Kill a Mockingbird is about Jem and Scout’s maturity and how it changes and 
becomes clearer by the important advice given to them. (Anita, To Kill a 
Mockingbird final essay, 11/17/14) 
In To Kill a Mockingbird, Harper Lee demonstrates Atticus, the father of Jem and 
Scout, the three-way triangle of segregation fighters in Maycomb, Alabama. 
(Deandre, To Kill a Mockingbird final essay, 11/17/14) 
 Seventy-nine percent (up from 65%) of students (n = 15) made basic 
interpretations, or “pattern-finding” interpretations (i.e., the middle point on the rubric 
from least to most sophisticated interpretation). Of these students, one had improved 
upon his former performance (Adam):  
Although Atticus is very busy with his cases, he is a noble hero. He shows that he 
is noble in many ways: he gives his kids advice on being respectful, cares for 
others, and differentiates right from the wrong. (Adam, To Kill a Mockingbird 
final essay, 11/17/14) 
Three students Sula, Dylan, and Mateo shifted from having composed strong to 
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basic interpretations. Dylan’s statement read:  
Even though he [Atticus] appears like this [tranquil, honest, and sensible], he is 
slowly being eaten away by the continuous hardship of his job and everyday life. 
And with all of that stress, Atticus easygoing nature is just an illusion put up to 
cover up his true feelings. (Dylan, To Kill a Mockingbird final essay, 11/17/14) 
The remaining students (n = 11) had made basic interpretations in their previous 
essays and did so in this essay as well. One of those students Berko wrote the following:  
Although Maycomb would mostly be described as a good town with a few 
troubles, it has more than its fair share of flaws. In To Kill a Mockingbird, 
Maycomb is made as a horrible place due to its racial segregation, judgmental 
people, and self-indulged recluses. (Berko, To Kill a Mockingbird final essay, 
11/17/14) 
As such, most students took up the same degree of interpretation in their To Kill a 
Mockingbird essay as they had done previously. 
Another 11% (down from 15%) of students (n = 2) took up literary analysis as 
“taking a stand.” One student Elisabeth had previously made a developing interpretation 
and so this reflected a significant jump for her. Cyrus shifted as well, but from basic to 
strong.  
Harper Lee creates metaphors to emphasize the importance of respect and 
innocence. She uses the mockingbird; the sickly dog, Tim Robinson; and Jem’s 
broken arm to emphasize the importance of injustice. (Elisabeth, To Kill a 
Mockingbird final essay, 11/17/14) 
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Everett is a symbol of Maycomb’s respected citizens who insist on their way of life 
above that of the ‘trash.’ The Mrunas take on the role of this ‘trash” in a setting 
where their conduct is considered the social norm. (Cyrus, To Kill a Mockingbird 
final essay, 11/17/14) 
While three students moved forward from essay one to essay two in terms of the 
arguability of their thesis statements, most students (n = 16) either stayed at the same 
level or moved down a level on the rubric.  
More Thesis Statements Explicit About Three Pieces of Evidence and Topic Sentences 
Slightly More Analytical 
More students’ thesis statements explicitly referenced the three pieces of evidence 
that the essay would use to support the main interpretation. Deandre’s thesis statement 
did not support development into three body paragraphs in that it was unclear exactly 
what his statement was arguing. Forty-two percent (up from 35%; n = 8) of students’ 
thesis statements were somewhat supportive of development in that the reader gained a 
general sense of what their essays would argue. Fifty-three percent of students’ thesis 
statements (n = 10) supported the development into three body paragraphs (up from 
35%), and of those, all explicitly referenced the three ideas that would be analyzed in the 
body paragraphs.  
More of students’ topic sentences were somewhat analytical for the second essay. 
One student Dylan’s topic sentences were not analytical at all (5%) in that the sentences 
mentioned aspects of the plot. Most students’ topic sentences were somewhat analytical 
(68%) in that students either used the topic sentences to announce the text evidence they 
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would use or focused on part of the argument articulated in their thesis statements. Only 
11% of sentences met the criteria for satisfying Mr. Campbell’s expectation that the topic 
sentences function as mini thesis statements.  
Use of Sentence Frame to Interpret Themes of Texts 
Similar to the previous essay, thirty-two percent of students (n = 6) referenced the 
levels of text in their thesis statements (i.e., the how, why, and so what). For this essay, 
more students (n = 3) identified author’s techniques to point to deeper themes (i.e., 
challenges to cultural change; resisting society’s negative influence) instead of using 
those references to further discuss characters’ experiences (as they had in the first essay 
on Of Mice and Men). One student Deandre fell into this category.  
Similar to the first essay, most of these students (n = 4) used the how/why 
sentence frame in order to assist with the articulation of these aspects (see Table 12). Of 
those applying the sentence frame, most students (n = 3) referenced the use of characters 
(e.g., Abraham, Deandre, and Tiffany) as the author’s technique. One student Elisabeth 
referenced the author’s use of metaphors.  
As such, a few students (Abraham, Elisabeth, and Tiffany) were still using the 
sentence frame to point to characters, but they used those references to go beyond a 
discussion of characters towards one of themes. The sentence frame assisted these 
students with taking a deeper stance toward literary analysis. 
Two students Cyrus and Vincent did not use the sentence frame, but they did 
reference rhetorical techniques in their thesis statement; they both pointed to the use of 
symbolism in order to suggest interpretations of theme.  
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Table 12.  
Students’ Literary Interpretations That Appropriate How/Why Sentence Frame for Essay 
on To Kill a Mockingbird (n = 4) 
 
 
Student 
 
Surface Feature 
(The author uses _____) 
 
Deeper Meaning 
(in order to ____.) 
 
 
Effect of Student’s 
Approach 
Abraham 
Scout, Aunt Alexandria, 
and Bob Ewell 
emphasize how cultural 
change is hard to accept 
Use of characters to 
convey theme 
Elisabeth 
metaphors (mockingbird, 
sickly dog, Jem’s broken 
arm) 
emphasize the importance of 
injustice 
Use of metaphors to 
suggest theme 
Deandre Atticus, Jem, and Scout 
demonstrate the three-way 
triangle of segregation 
fighters in Maycomb, 
Alabama 
Use of characters to 
illustrate characters’ 
experiences 
Tiffany Finch family 
show the importance of 
resisting [the] negative 
influence [of Maycomb’s 
racist society] 
Use of characters to 
convey theme 
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Triple the Amount of Students Take Up Conventional/Unconventional Sentence Pattern 
Students demonstrated original interpretations in a number of different ways for 
this essay. Students continued to demonstrate originality (as it was defined in this 
classroom) in terms of the ways their literary interpretations reflected a variety of topics. 
Students’ interpretations clustered around eight main topics (see Table 13). The topics 
ranged from reconsidering Atticus’ status as a noble hero and the maturation of Jem and 
Scout to the author’s symbolic use of the mockingbird.  
The more notable shift in originality was evident in the number of students that 
appropriated the conventional/unconventional sentence pattern (see Table 14). A little 
more than triple the students (from 10% to 37%) used the pattern to articulate their thesis 
statements in essays on To Kill a Mockingbird than they had in their essays on Of Mice 
and Men.  
Of those appropriating the sentence pattern, slightly more than half (n = 4; 
Abraham, Dylan, Marvin, and Maya) used the frame in the ways it was introduced in the 
class: to illuminate a contrast between two ways of interpreting a piece of literature. For 
example, Marvin used the pattern to argue that the historically revered character of 
Atticus is actually not that heroic because his actions endanger his family. He used the 
conventional read of Atticus to emphasize his other, more unconventional interpretation. 
As such, for this essay, the use of the pattern assisted more students with taking a more  
authoritative stance toward literary analysis (i.e., situating their interpretation among 
other, more conventional interpretations that may have been made by others on the 
novel).  
  
200
The rest of students (n = 3; Kianna, Luiz, and Sula) used the pattern to assist with 
the articulation of their thesis statements, but they did not select two ideas enough in 
opposition to each other for the frame to fulfill its intended purpose. Luiz, for example, 
used the frame to argue that among the heroic characters in the novel, the most heroic 
character is Atticus. Because the two ideas were so close in meaning, the use of the frame 
did not serve to augment the meaning of Luiz’s interpretation that Atticus is indeed the 
most heroic.  
In terms of insightfulness, three more students than previously used references to 
author’s techniques to discuss deeper meanings of the text. These students Abraham, 
Elisabeth, and Tiffany used their surface level observations of text (i.e., observations of 
characters and repeated images) to make interpretations of the deeper levels of text (e.g., 
the importance of resisting injustice). In sum, more students took up additional aspects of 
Mr. Campbell’s discourse on originality and insightfulness (i.e., conventional and 
unconventional interpretations of literature; interrogating the deeper levels of text) in 
their literary interpretations on To Kill a Mockingbird.  
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Table 13.  
Topics of Thesis Statements for Essays on To Kill a Mockingbird 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
No. Students  
(n = 19) 
Topics 
n = 5 1. Children’s development  
• e.g., Jem’s and Scout’s loss of 
innocence (n = 4) 
• e.g., children’s perspective different 
from adults 
n = 4 2. Evaluating Atticus’ heroism  
• e.g., noble hero 
• e.g., heroism endangers his family 
• e.g., brave front masks self-doubt 
n = 3 3. Author’s Moves 
• e.g., symbolism of mockingbird and 
Tom Robinson 
• e.g., metaphors used to emphasize 
injustice and innocence 
• e.g., Mrunas/Mr. Everett represent 
black people/ “fine folks” of 
Maycomb 
n = 2 4. Finch’s resistance to Maycomb society 
n = 2 5. Maycomb society 
• e.g., how white townsfolk of 
Maycomb discriminate against their 
own kind 
• e.g., different kinds of prejudice that 
exists 
n = 1 6. Love is all around 
n = 1 7. Killing of Tom Robinson the biggest sin 
in the book 
n = 1 8. Cultural change hard to accept 
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Table 14.  
Students’ Literary Interpretations that Appropriate Conventional/Unconventional 
Sentence Pattern (n = 7) 
 
 
Student 
 
What Most People Think  
 
(On the surface it seems _______, ) 
 
 
What I Think 
 
(but beyond that ______.)  
 
Abraham 
On its surface, the novel seems like 
a childhood story, 
but in its core the novel is 
genuinely using Scout, Aunt 
Alexandria, and Bob Ewell to 
emphasize how cultural change is 
hard to accept. 
 
Dylan 
Even though he [Atticus] appears 
like this (tranquil, honest, and 
sensible), 
he is slowly being eaten away by 
the continuous hardship of his job 
and everyday life. 
 
Marvin 
Although many people think that 
Atticus is heroic, 
his so called “heroism” endangers 
his family, which shows that he is 
not perfect as many believe. 
 
Maya 
To Kill a Mockingbird may only 
seem like a book about death and 
racism, 
but there is love all around. The 
types of love are respect between 
Link Deas and Helen, care 
between Miss Maudie and Scout 
for one another and pity and care 
from Atticus towards Mayella. 
 
 
Kianna 
Quickly the image of their [Jem’s 
and Scout’s] perfect world fades and 
the harsh reality surfaces, forcing 
them to adapt to disheartening 
situations they never thought they 
would. 
Yet, only the keen would be able 
to see when they made these 
gradual transitions. 
 
Luiz 
Although it’s true most characters in 
the novel show strong heroism, 
the most heroic character is 
Atticus because of his bravery, 
moral courage, and his 
responsibility as a father. 
 
Sula 
Though in the book there are many 
instances where characters commit 
sins, 
Atticus, Mr. Underwood, and 
Scout all believe that the demise 
of Tom Robinson is the biggest 
sin in the book. 
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Summary of Analytical Writing Development From Of Mice and Men to To Kill a 
Mockingbird 
Students shifted from making interpretations of characters (i.e., conflicts, 
motivations, and relationships) to situating their interpretations of characters within the 
novel’s social environment. In other words, students moved from identifying common 
character experiences to analyzing how the novel’s social environment informed 
characters’ experiences. While students’ interpretations continued to take up literary 
analysis primarily as a study of characters, their treatment of characters was becoming 
more layered. Additionally, a few more students crafted thesis statements that supported 
development into three body paragraphs.  
Furthermore, a few essays moved their literary interpretations beyond a 
discussion of characters toward a discussion of themes. Those in this category shifted 
from using the mention of author’s moves to discuss characters to using them for a 
discussion on the larger themes the author may be making.  
While students’ interpretations of characters were more layered, most were still 
considered basic. In addition, most of students’ topic sentences were not analytical in the 
ways Mr. Campbell had expected. At this point in the unit, Mr. Campbell expressed 
disappointment. “I was a little disappointed with what they did on some of their To Kill a 
Mockingbird essays,” he said, “There were some good ones, but then also some that were 
just—they weren’t really that strong” (Interview 2).  
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Some students called upon accessible discourses to deepen their literary 
interpretations for their analytical essays on To Kill a Mockingbird, but still, some 
students’ essays were not considered strong in the ways defined by Mr. Campbell.  
 
Literary Interpretations for The Bluest Eye: Students Identify Characters’ 
Experiences That Point to Societal Themes Supportive of Analytical Development 
Analysis indicates that for the students’ third attempt at writing analytical essays 
in this instructional context, most treated literary analysis as taking a more specific point 
of view on how characters’ experiences suggested the novel’s possible themes. An 
increasing number of students began to appropriate more parts of the classroom 
Discourse on analytical writing in their literary interpretations of The Bluest Eye: some 
made more original claims about the novel while others crafted interpretations that 
supported the essay’s development. In order to make these layered interpretations about 
characters and theme, students called upon a variety of everyday, academic, and school 
community discourses.  
Literary Analysis as Thematic Analysis 
For The Bluest Eye essays, the spread of interpretations across categories of 
literary analysis revealed a notable shift: an increasing number of students used their 
interpretations of characters to suggest a connection between the characters’ experiences 
and the novel’s theme. Students elected to make interpretations of characters-theme first 
(n = 10; 50%), author’s techniques second (n = 7; 35%), characters third (n = 2; 10%), 
and theme fourth (n = 1; 5%) (see Table 15). Of the 10 students making interpretations of 
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characters-theme, all drew upon their knowledge of societal and parental conditioning to 
inform their interpretations. Students analyzed characters in light of the ways society’s 
beauty standards impact young girls’ self-perceptions, as well as the ways parents’ 
treatment of children influence their development. These were two prevalent themes in 
the novel The Bluest Eye. These students did not use these topics to explicitly interpret 
the themes, but students used their discussions of characters to point to these larger 
themes.  
Similar to the previous essay, most students making interpretations of author’s 
techniques (n = 7) used those references to suggest or convey connections to the novel’s 
possible themes. Of the 35% of students (n = 7) who made interpretations of the author’s 
techniques, four (Mateo, Tiffany, Vincent, and Maya) used the mention of author’s 
moves in order to suggest or convey a connection to the novel’s possible themes (e.g., 
Morrison uses the imagery marigold plant to show how blacks are buried by societal 
perceptions). The remaining three students (Cyrus, Dylan, and Sula) used the references 
to author’s techniques in order to discuss aspects of characters (e.g., Morrison uses the 
symbolism of the seasons to highlight particular experiences of characters). In 
referencing author’s techniques, Dylan explicitly mentioned a rhetorical technique 
(symbolism); three students referenced characters as the technique; and three students 
referenced rhetorical concepts without naming them (e.g., Sula suggests she is talking 
about symbolism but does not name it as such.)  
Two students Kianna and Cedric made interpretations of characters’ relationships 
and motivations, respectively. Cedric’s essay asserts that “sexual temptations” are the 
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“driving force” for the characters’ actions, and those led to “tragic outcome[s].” One 
student Abraham made an interpretation of theme (the impact of parental love on the 
development of children).  
In sum, the majority of students again chose to focus their interpretations on 
characters in their third literary analysis essay on The Bluest Eye, but those students used 
the discussions of characters to point to larger themes in the novel. Furthermore, most 
students analyzing author’s technique used those references to discuss the novel’s 
themes, and one student made an interpretation of theme. As such, more students were 
treating literary analysis as an analysis of theme than they had in previous essays.  
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Table 15. 
Categories of Literary Analysis Informing Interpretations 
 
 OMM 
(n = 20) 
TKM 
(n = 19) 
TBE 
(n = 20) 
 
CHARACTERS 
The essay makes an 
interpretation of 
characters: who 
characters are, how they 
develop, and/or why they 
behave in the ways that 
they do. 
 
 
n = 12 (60%) 
 
INTERPRETING 
the conflicts and 
motivations of, as 
well as the 
relationships 
between, 
CHARACTERS  
 
n = 12 (63%) 
 
INTERPRETING 
CHARACTERS (i.e., 
character evaluation, 
motivation, 
development) 
IN THE CONTEXT 
OF THE NOVEL’S 
SOCIAL 
ENVIRONMENT 
 
 
n = 2 (10%) 
 
INTERPRETING 
the conflicts and 
motivations of, as 
well as the 
relationships 
between, 
CHARACTERS 
 
AUTHOR’S 
TECHNIQUES 
The essay makes an 
interpretation of how a 
particular move by the 
author or the book (i.e., 
use of figurative 
language, plot device, 
characters’ experiences) 
is used to make a 
comment on the 
character(s) or the theme. 
 
n = 7 (35%) 
 
 
n = 6 (32%) 
 
n = 7 (35%) 
 
CHARACTERS-THEME 
The essay makes an 
interpretation of the 
characters’ experiences 
and suggests a 
connection between the 
characters’ experiences 
and the novel’s theme, 
but the interpretation 
does not make that 
connection explicit.  
 
n = 1 (5%) 
 
 
n = 1 (5%) 
 
n = 10 (20%) 
 
Using discussions 
of 
CHARACTERS 
to point to 
LARGER 
THEMES OF 
SOCIETAL AND 
PARENTAL 
CONDITIONING 
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THEME 
The essay makes an 
interpretation of the 
novel’s theme or 
meaning.  
 
n = 0 
 
n = 0 
 
n = 1 (5%) 
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Most Students Continue to Make Basic Interpretations, and Three Times as Many 
Students Make Strong Interpretations 
At this point in the unit, all students had developed a basic interpretation on one 
of their analytical essays. For this third essay, only one student Berko composed a 
developing interpretation, or “close-to-text observation” (i.e., the least sophisticated 
interpretation in this context:  
Pecola and Pauline feel that ugly people’s existences have a lesser standard of 
importance and prominence than beautiful people. (Berko, The Bluest Eye final 
essay, 2/20/15) 
Berko made an accurate observation about the thoughts of these characters, but he did not 
analyze why these thoughts were particularly important to the novel’s meaning.  
Sixty percent of students (n = 12) made basic interpretations, or “pattern-finding” 
interpretations (i.e., the middle point on the rubric from least to most sophisticated 
interpretation). Most of these essays also fell in the “characters-theme” category in that 
they identified a common experience among the characters in the novel and suggested or 
briefly referenced that those experiences conveyed a deeper meaning. These 
interpretations could not be characterized as “strong” because they did not explicitly 
extend the discussion beyond the pages of the text toward analyses of literary techniques 
or themes. Most students in this category had achieved this level of interpretation for 
their previous essay on To Kill a Mockingbird. One student Deandre moved up from 
composing a developing interpretation on the last essay to a basic interpretation on this 
one.  
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Pecola, Pauline, and Cholly Breedlove are all victims of this diffused ‘peer 
pressure,’ [pressure to self-loathing] which they all accept and believe the 
perceptions about them. (Deandre, The Bluest Eye final essay, 2/20/15) 
Deandre’s previous essay recounted a common experience shared by Atticus, Jem, and 
Scout (they fought segregation in their town), but the essay did not use the description of 
that experience to point to a larger meaning in the story. In this essay on The Bluest Eye, 
Deandre identified a pattern among the characters Pecola, Pauline, and Cholly 
(internalization of self-loathing) and briefly discussed the meaning conveyed that pattern 
(i.e., societal standards can function as peer pressure).  
Almost triple the amount students 35% (n = 7; up from 11%) composed strong 
literary interpretations than had done for their essays on To Kill a Mockingbird. This was 
the most sophisticated kind of interpretation in this classroom. Of the 35% of students 
taking a stand with their interpretations, most were insightful, in that they used surface 
level observations to interrogate the deeper levels of text. One student crafted an original 
interpretation by calling upon a framework from biology. Supporting many of these 
students’ strong interpretations were more analytical topic sentences.  
Scope of Students’ Interpretations Were More Supportive of Analytic Development 
The majority of students still made basic interpretations, but those interpretations 
were robust enough to warrant supporting analytical paragraphs. There were no essays 
that did not support development into three body paragraphs. Thirty-five percent (n = 7) 
of students’ thesis statements were somewhat supportive of development. Sixty-five 
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percent of students’ thesis statements (n = 13) were characterized as supporting 
development into three body paragraphs. 
Further strengthening the scope of thesis statements were students’ analytical 
topic sentences. The topic sentences of essays better supported the analysis of the main 
interpretations. One student Sula’s topic sentences were not analytical at all (5%) in that 
the sentences mentioned aspects of the plot. Most students’ topic sentences were 
somewhat analytical (50%) in that students used the topic sentences to focus on part of 
the argument articulated in their thesis statements. They did not yet meet the standard of 
analytical topic sentences because they made vague (rather than precise) references to the 
essay’s thesis statements. Notably, 45% of students’ topic sentences met the criteria for 
satisfying Mr. Campbell’s expectation that the topic sentences function as mini thesis 
statements. Given that 95% of students’ topic sentences were somewhat or fully 
analytical, the essays analyzed the main interpretations more fully than those in the 
previous two essays.  
Students Use Variety of Tactics (i.e., Sentence Frame and Imprecise and Precise 
References to Literary Terms) to Interrogate Deeper Levels of Text 
Similar to the previous essays, thirty-five percent of students (n = 7) referenced 
the levels of text in their thesis statements (i.e., the how, why, and so what). Of these 
students, about half of students (n = 4) identified author’s techniques to suggest and 
convey deeper themes (i.e., impact of society’s standards of beauty on self-perceptions). 
The rest of students (n = 3) used references to author’s techniques in order to make 
interpretations of characters.  
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Similar to the first essay, most of these students (n = 5) used the how/why 
sentence frame in order to articulate their interpretations on the levels of text (see Table 
16). Of those applying the sentence frame, most students (n = 3; Maya, Mateo, and 
Vincent) referenced the use of characters as the author’s technique. One student Sula 
referenced the author’s use of objects (i.e., eyes, colors and hotels). Sula’s essay 
suggested that the author Morrison used these objects to symbolize characters’ emotions; 
however, she did not name this move as symbolism. Rather, she stated that these objects 
“represent” characters’ emotions.  
As such, most students were still using the sentence frame to interpret the novel’s 
themes. The sentence frame continued to assist students with taking a deeper stance 
toward literary analysis. 
Two students Cyrus and Dylan did not use the how/why sentence frame to 
reference author’s techniques in their thesis statement:  
Prostitutes [Poland, Marie, and China] serve as Pecola’s surrogate mothers, or 
at least the only people in her life who show her any sort of maternal affection. 
Morrison portrays them as the exact opposites of Mrs. MacTeer, the mother of 
Claudia and Frieda, while giving them some similar qualities. (Cyrus, The Bluest 
Eye final essay, 2/20/15) 
However, even though her story uses all four of the seasons, Morrison adds a 
unique twist by reversing the symbolism and displaying those differences through 
her characters. (Dylan, The Bluest Eye final essay, 2/20/15) 
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Despite not using the sentence frame, both students suggest through their thesis 
statements that Morrison made particular moves that conveyed meanings. Dylan 
explicitly identified the move as reversed symbolism of the seasons through the qualities 
of particular characters (i.e., during the season of autumn when leaves die, Pecola begins 
menstruating—a life-giving development).  
Cyrus’ statement suggested that Morrison used characters (Poland, Marie, and 
China) as foils to emphasize qualities of another character (Mrs. MacTeer). Furthermore, 
this was the second time that Cyrus referenced the layers of text in his thesis statement 
without using the sentence frame. Cyrus demonstrated evidence of taking up Mr. 
Campbell’s call to go deeper with his analyses without relying on the sentence frame.  
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Table 16.  
Students’ Literary Interpretations That Appropriate How/Why Sentence Frame for Essay 
on The Bluest Eye (n = 4) 
 
Student 
 
Surface Feature 
(The author uses _____) 
 
Deeper Meaning 
(in order to ____.) 
 
 
Effect of Student’s 
Approach 
 
Mateo 
young black girls 
 
highlight the 
destructiveness of 
physical beauty 
Use of characters to 
convey theme 
Maya  characters  uncovers how 
characters who should 
care for one another 
abuse their power to 
raise their own self 
esteem. 
Use of characters to 
suggest theme 
Sula colors, eyes, and hotels represent characters’ 
emotions 
Use of objects (i.e., 
symbols) to 
emphasize 
characters 
 
Tiffany 
marigold plant in soil [represent] blacks in 
society. These blacks in 
society get buried by 
images and perceptions. 
Use of plant (i.e., 
symbol) to convey 
theme 
 
Vincent 
Pecola Breedlove, 
Geraldine, and Pauline 
Breedlove 
explore the importance 
of being true to oneself 
Use of characters to 
suggest theme 
 
Some Students’ Attempts to Compose Original Thesis Statements Confound Clarity 
Students made more attempts to compose original thesis statements by 
interrogating the levels of text, using the complex sentence frame, and calling upon other 
discourses. In some cases, however, in their attempts to craft original thesis statements, 
some students sacrificed clarity. Students’ interpretations on The Bluest Eye clustered 
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around five main topics (see Table 17). The topics ranged from characters as victims of 
peer pressure and parents’ roles in children’s development to the author’s symbolic use of 
seasons. One student Kianna appropriated a framework from biology (i.e., relationships 
of organisms in ecosystems) to inform her interpretation of relationships between 
characters (e.g., in a mutualistic relationship, organisms benefit from each other). Kianna 
used the framework to uniquely highlight aspects of characters’ conflicts, but because the 
supporting evidence identified relationships between characters and inanimate objects 
(e.g., Cholly and alcohol), the logic of her argument did not track (i.e., as an inanimate 
object, alcohol does not “benefit” from being consumed).  
More students than in previous essays were attempting to use their interpretations 
to interrogate the deeper meanings of the novel, as discussed in the section above (i.e., 
themes). Moreover, four students (about half as many than the previous essay) used the 
conventional and unconventional sentence pattern to articulate their thesis statements (see 
Table 18). Three students Marvin, Dylan, and Anita attempted to use the frame to set up 
contrasts between two ideas (beauty found in eyes versus beauty found elsewhere; use of 
seasons versus inversion of seasons; and main story versus behind the scenes, 
respectively) in order to emphasize their particular interpretations:  
Although the main story holds the interest of readers, there are parallels that take 
place behind the scenes that connect Junior, Soaphead Church and Pecola 
Breedlove, showing that they all struggle with the same thing: the absence of love 
because they were neglected. (Anita, The Bluest Eye final essay, 2/20/15) 
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Pecola Breedlove thinks that beauty is within eyes, but in reality true beauty is the 
thing that makes people happy when he or she look at it with their own eyes, even 
though blue eyes are the only thing that Pecola thinks are beautiful; there are 
many more different things in the eyes of the people around her. (Marvin, The 
Bluest Eye final essay, 2/20/15) 
However, even though her story uses all four of the seasons, Morrison adds a 
 unique twist by reversing the symbolism and displaying those differences 
through her characters. (Dylan, The Bluest Eye final essay, 2/20/15) 
In all of these cases, the contrast between ideas was not strong enough, however, for the 
frame to support the unconventionality of their interpretations. Additionally, mechanical 
errors interfered with the statements’ clarity. For example, Marvin’s statement contained 
a run-on sentence, and it was difficult to sort through the ideas (“in reality true beauty is 
the thing that makes people happy when he or she look at it with their own eyes, even 
though blue eyes are the only thing that Pecola thinks are beautiful”). Upon reading 
through his topic sentences, Marvin was attempting to show how there are different 
definitions of beauty in the novel, but it was difficult to discern exactly what he would 
argue from this statement. Similarly, Abraham used the pattern to set two ideas into 
opposition to each other: 
After thoroughly reading the book, it becomes clear that the main idea is that 
“love is never any better than the lover.” If readers dig deeper they find out 
Cholly, Pauline, and Soaphead love the way they were loved. (The Bluest Eye 
final essay, 2/20/15) 
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The ideas, however, were so close in wording and meaning that the statement was 
unclear. On one hand, the health of a person determines the way he loves (“love is never 
any better than the lover”). On the other hand, parental love determines the way children 
will love (“love the way [you] were loved”). As such, the use of sentence pattern 
stimulated students to think about the novel in unconventional ways, but it did not 
support the clarity of their interpretations.  
Notably, Abraham, Dylan, and Marvin had come to seemingly rely on the 
sentence pattern as they used it to articulate their thesis statements in essays 1, 2, 3; 
essays 1, 2, and 3; and essays 2 and 3, respectively. They used the pattern to varying 
degrees of effectiveness.  
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Table 17.  
Topics of Thesis Statements for Essays on The Bluest Eye 
 
No. Students Topics 
n = 7 1. Impact of societal beauty standards 
on self-perceptions of young 
• e.g., characters are victims of 
diffused peer pressure 
• e.g., characters are 
preoccupied with standards of 
beauty 
• e.g., one character doesn’t 
have same fate because she 
doesn’t subscribe to standards 
of beauty 
n = 4 2. Parents’ role in children’s 
development 
• e.g., characters do not give 
love b/c they were neglected 
• e.g., Claudia and Frieda saved 
from Pecola’s fate b/c they 
receive compassion from 
people around them 
n = 7 
 
3. Author’s move used to 
communicate particular message 
• e.g., use of marigold plant as 
representation of society’s 
impact on girls’ development 
• e.g., symbols (colors, eyes, 
hotels) used to describe 
emotions 
• e.g., reversing symbolism of 
seasons through experiences 
of characters 
n = 1 4. Character relationships simulate 
those of an ecosystem 
n = 1 5. Character sex drives lead to their 
downfall 
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Table 18.  
Students’ Literary Interpretations That Appropriate Conventional/Unconventional 
Sentence Pattern (n = 4) 
 
 
  
 
Student 
 
What Most People Think  
 
(On the surface it seems _______, ) 
 
 
What I Think 
 
(but beyond that ______.)  
 
Abraham 
 
After thoroughly reading the book, it 
becomes clear that the main idea is 
that “love is never any better than the 
lover.” 
If readers dig deeper they find out 
Cholly, Pauline, and Soaphead 
love the way they were loved.  
 
Anita 
Although the main story holds the 
interest of readers, 
there are parallels that take place 
behind the scenes that connect 
Junior, Soaphead Church and 
Pecola Breedlove, showing that 
they all struggle with the same 
thing: the absence of love because 
they were neglected. 
 
Marvin 
 
Pecola Breedlove thinks that beauty 
is within eyes, 
but in reality true beauty is the 
thing that makes people happy 
when he or she look at it with 
their own eyes, even though blue 
eyes are the only thing that Pecola 
thinks are beautiful; there are 
many more different things in the 
eyes of the people around her. 
 
Dylan 
 
However, even though her story uses 
all four of the seasons, 
Morrison adds a unique twist by 
reversing the symbolism and 
displaying those differences 
through her characters. 
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Conclusions From Findings on The Bluest Eye 
In a third attempt at writing analytical essays in this instructional context, students 
continued to make basic interpretations of literature, but more students continued to 
situate their interpretations in broader contexts (i.e., they drew from a range of discourses 
to inform their more specific and original points of view on the characters, themes, and 
author’s rhetorical moves in The Bluest Eye. More students made interpretations that 
hinted at the novel’s possible themes. Moreover, students were drawing from an 
increasing variety of discourses in order to make these interpretations of the novel: 
everyday, academic (i.e., biology, literary analysis), and school community discourses. 
As such, students’ range of discourses informed their more specific and original 
interpretations of literature. 
Summary of Analytical Writing Development From To Kill a Mockingbird to The Bluest 
Eye 
Most students continued to make basic interpretations of characters, but they 
continued to situate their interpretations within broader contexts. In their essays on To 
Kill a Mockingbird, students analyzed how the novel’s social environment informs 
characters’ experiences, and in their essays on The Bluest Eye, they interpreted how 
characters’ experiences suggested the author’s communication of particular themes. 
Additionally, the scope of students’ interpretations better supported the writing of an 
entire essay. Students were composing analytical topic sentences that more thoroughly 
developed their main argument. Furthermore, more students drew upon discourses 
accessible to them (i.e., framework from biology, understanding of societal and parental 
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conditioning, conceptual understandings of author’s techniques) to craft original and 
insightful literary interpretations. While some students’ attempts made for unclear 
statements, they were striving to assume the more authoritative stance toward literary 
analysis that Mr. Campbell encouraged from them. In other words, in their analytical 
essays on The Bluest Eye, students were working with more tools and combining them in 
new and different ways to produce more insightful and original interpretations of 
literature.  
Summary of Findings From Of Mice and Men to The Bluest Eye 
Over time, Mr. Campbell expected that students begin to assume a more 
authoritative stance toward literary analysis by interrogating the levels of text (i.e., make 
what was considered a strong, insightful, and original interpretation; see Tables 19 and 
20). Overall, the class moved in this direction by taking more contextualized points of 
view on characters. When examining the progress of individual students from essay to 
essay, however, the picture becomes more complicated. A few students had not 
demonstrated much progress, some had progressed for one essay, and some students 
strived to consistently make progress in the ways Mr. Campbell expected. Students 
Deandre, Elisabeth, Katarina, and Michael made slight improvements in the depth of 
their literary interpretations, but by and large, they passed on using the tools and 
techniques introduced to them to assume the authoritative stance toward literary analysis 
that would move their interpretations beyond character analysis. Some students like 
Abraham, Adam, Anita, Berko, Luiz, Marvin, Maya, and Vincent tried on the tools and 
improve the specificity and development of their literary interpretations, but they partially 
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took up the aspects of literary reasoning that would have supported their use of those 
tools. Students like Cyrus, Dylan, Kianna, Mateo, Sula, and Tiffany strived to fulfill Mr. 
Campbell’s expectations by appropriating the tools introduced by Mr. Campbell and 
accessing a range of discourses to make Mr. Campbell’s discourse internally persuasive 
to them (i.e., take more and more insightful and original points of view on the characters 
of the novels they read). In the following chapter, I use one student from each group 
(Katarina, Abraham, and Kianna) to explore the contextual and cultural factors 
contributing to the particular stances these students assumed toward the classroom 
discourse on literary interpretations.  
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Table 19.  
Development of Interpretive Statements 
 
Degree of 
Interpretation 
OMM 
(n = 20) 
TKM 
(n = 19) 
TBE 
(n = 20) 
Developing 
Interpretation 
(least 
sophisticated in 
this context) 
 
 
20% (n = 4) 
 
 
11% (n = 2) 
 
 
 
1% (n = 1) 
Basic 
Interpretation 
 
65% (n = 13) 
 
 
79% (n = 15)  
 
60% (n = 12)  
Strong  
Interpretation 
(most 
sophisticated in 
this context) 
 
 
15% (n = 3) 
 
 
11% (n = 2) 
 
 
35% (n = 7) 
 
  
  
224
Table 20. 
Scope of Thesis Statements  
 
  
 
Category  
OMM 
(n = 20) 
TKM 
(n = 19) 
TBE 
(n = 20) 
Not supportive of 
development 
The main interpretation does 
not forecast a clear structure 
for the essay, and the essay 
does not alert the reader to 
what will be argued.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
30% (n = 6) 
 
 
 
 
5% (n = 1) 
 
 
 
 
0% (n = 0) 
Somewhat supportive of 
development 
The main interpretation alerts 
the reader to what the essay 
will analyze, but not how that 
argument forecasts a 
structure for the essay. 
 
 
 
 
 
35% (n = 7) 
 
 
 
 
42% (n = 8) 
 
 
 
 
35% (n = 7) 
Supportive of development 
The main interpretation (i.e., 
thesis statements) either 
implicitly or explicitly 
forecasts an analytical 
structure for the essay—that 
is, it provides some indication 
of the three pieces of evidence 
that will be analyzed in the 
body paragraphs and sets up 
the reader for what will be 
argued. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
35% (n = 7) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
53% (n = 10) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
65% (n = 13) 
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CHAPTER 6: CASE STUDIES EXAMINING THE THREE STANCES   
STUDENT WRITERS ADOPTED TOWARD MR. CAMPBELL’S DISCOURSE 
ON LITERARY INTERPRETATIONS 
Over time, most students strived to meet the three most important features of an 
effective literary interpretation as they were articulated by Mr. Campbell. First, students 
endeavored to craft thesis statements and topic sentences articulating an interpretation of 
the novel beyond a summary statement. Most students made basic interpretations (i.e., 
identifying patterns among characters’ experiences) and supported them with somewhat 
analytical topic sentences. Second, most of the students’ thesis statements fell in line with 
Mr. Campbell’s expectation that the statement be clear and forecast the essay’s structure.  
However, by the end of the unit most students had not yet met two of Mr. 
Campbell’s expectations on literary interpretations: first, they did not respond to the 
questions of how, why, or so what; and second, they did not demonstrate insightfulness or 
originality in the ways defined by Mr. Campbell. To meet these two expectations, 
students had to shift toward adopting a more authoritative stance toward literary analysis, 
and that shift required a negotiation between who the students were as writers and who 
the discourse was asking them to become.  
 In this chapter, I show how in the process of this negotiation, students adopted 
one of three different stances toward the discourse of literary analysis (see Table 21). 
Ranging from everyday to more authoritative stances toward literary analysis, students 
varied, for example, in the levels of detachment they assumed toward the analysis of 
literary works; in the degree to which they drew upon authoritative concepts and 
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reasoning within the discourse; and in the ways they appropriated the tools of the 
classroom. Focal students Deandre, Elisabeth, and Katarina made slight improvements in 
the depth of their literary interpretations, but by and large, they passed on using the tools 
and techniques introduced to them to assume the authoritative stance toward literary 
analysis that would move their interpretations beyond character analysis. Students 
Abraham, Luiz, Marvin, and Maya tried on (or ventriloquated through) the tools and 
improved the specificity and development of their literary interpretations, but they did not 
fully take up the aspects of literary reasoning that would have supported their use of those 
tools. Kianna strived to fulfill Mr. Campbell’s expectations by appropriating the tools 
introduced by Mr. Campbell and accessing a range of discourses to make Mr. Campbell’s 
discourse internally persuasive to her (i.e., taking more insightful and original points of 
view on the characters of the novels they read).  
 By assigning one stance to each student, I do not mean to imply that students 
adopted and maintained one stance throughout the analytical writing unit; in fact, I will 
describe how students moved fluidly between stances during the writing of three essays. 
However, I argue that for each student, one stance characterizes the predominant position 
they assumed toward literary analysis over the course of the unit. In the following 
sections, I present data from three focal students to describe each of the three stances 
adopted toward the discourse on literary interpretations. I also examine the contextual 
and cultural factors contributing to the stances students took up toward literary analysis. I 
begin the presentation with the case of Abraham because his stance of ventriloquation 
provides a point of comparison for the analysis of the other two stances.  
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Table 21. 
Students’ Adoption of Stances  
 
 
Ventriloquated 
Through 
(4) 
 
Passed On 
(3) 
Made Internally 
Persuasive 
(1) 
Descriptions    
Students Who 
Adopted Each 
Stance 
Abraham* 
Luiz 
Marvin 
Maya 
Deandre 
Elisabeth 
Katarina* 
 
Kianna* 
 
Note. * Indicates names of students who are the subjects of the case studies 
  
228
Abraham: Ventriloquating Through Mr. Campbell’s Discourse on Crafting Deep 
Literary Interpretations 
One stance students adopted was to ventriloquate through Mr. Campbell’s 
discourse on literary interpretations. These students did not fully take up the aspects of 
literary reasoning—that is, the understanding that a text can be crafted by an author in 
deliberate ways to communicate a message and the understanding that literary 
interpretations may be conventional and unconventional. The students who tried on Mr. 
Campbell’s discourse attempted to integrate his discourse with whom they were as 
writers, but at times, the impact of their efforts was diminished because they had not yet 
adopted the reasoning of the discourse to support their uptake of certain structures. As 
such, students did not demonstrate full control or mastery over those tools. That is why I 
describe them as ventriloquating through the discourse, rather than fully assuming the 
discourse as their own, or making it internally persuasive.  
Essays of students in this category featured one of two patterns. One pattern was 
that they appropriated tools (e.g., how/why sentence frame and 
conventional/unconventional sentence pattern) in ways that did not meet the expectations 
of the discourse. I draw from Bakhtin’s (1981) conceptualization of ventriloquation—
“the process whereby one voice speaks through another voice or voice type in a social 
language” (Wertsch, 1991, p. 59) to describe this attempt at appropriation. As Wertsch 
(1991) describes, “[a new discourse] becomes ‘one’s own’ only when the speaker 
populates it with his own intention, his own accent, when he appropriates the word, 
adapting it to his own semantic and expressive intention” (p. 59). In this case, students 
  
229
were appropriating “the word,” or features of the discourse, but they were not fully 
merging “the word” with their “expressive intention[s].” 
The second pattern characterizing students who assumed this stance was their 
reliance on everyday discourses in order to make and support their literary 
interpretations. Vygotsky (1986) asserts that learners new to a discourse must develop a 
strong enough understanding of the authoritative concepts (i.e., author’s craft, literary 
terms) to provide the structures necessary for the upward growth of their everyday 
understandings. The students in this category used what was at their immediate 
disposal—the everyday discourses accessible to them—to meet the expectations of the 
discourse.  
In the following section, I explain the ways in which one focal student, Abraham, 
ventriloquated through the classroom discourse on literary interpretations. First, I 
describe the cultural, contextual, and social factors contributing to Abraham’s 
development as a writer in this context.  
Cultural, Historical, and Social Context for Understanding Abraham as a Writer 
Abraham, a 14-year old, demonstrated a shy, quiet manner in his reading and 
writing classes—a quality his teachers Mr. Campbell and Mrs. Leigh attributed to his 
being one of 10 siblings (“I think being quiet has enabled him to survive in his 
household”; Mrs. Leigh, Interview 2). At the beginning of the year, his teachers described 
Abraham as a puzzle they could not figure out. First, Mrs. Leigh and Mr. Campbell tried 
to understand what was behind his limited oral participation in class discussions:  
He almost never raises his hand in class. When I call on him, he almost always 
  
230
has something to say. I’m trying to get him to raise his own hand, and not wait to 
be called on … I think he spends a lot of time trying to figure out what he wants 
to say, so he’s not really in the flow of the discussion so much (Mrs. Leigh, 
Interview 2).  
We were all thinking something’s up with his speech. Something’s off.  
He’s got a speech impediment” (Mr. Campbell, Interview 4).  
At the beginning of the school year, I observed Abraham in class occasionally speak 
quietly with a peer to his right or left, but he rarely spoke up in front of everyone. 
Second, Abraham shared limited information with teachers about his cultural 
background. In a conversation with Mrs. Leigh, he had told her his family was from 
Africa, but when pressed on where in Africa, he offered a response, as if he was unsure of 
the exact country. Mrs. Leigh reflected on the conversation:  
You know, he told me where he thought they were from and I can’t remember 
now what he said, but he wasn’t positive, which I see as a shortcoming and a 
failing on our part to get him to actually figure out where his family’s from with 
confidence (Mrs. Leigh, Interview 4).  
Mr. Campbell elaborated on the attempt made by other teachers, during a community 
meeting, to ask him about his background:  
There was another time when we were all together, all the teachers, all the 
students in a room. We ask him again, “Abraham, where are you from?” He says, 
“Africa.” To all the teachers, we’re like, “That is just blatant ignorance! You 
cannot say Africa to that question.” We all just start skewering him, like, 
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“Where?!” He just keeps it up. “Oh, I don’t know. I could find out” (Mr. 
Campbell, Interview 4) 
It was not until the end of the school year, in dramatic fashion, that Abraham revealed to 
the Hilltop community the details of his background. During a speech (that all students 
individually composed and delivered at the graduation ceremony), Abraham revealed that 
he and his family had emigrated from Uganda five years prior. In the speech, he 
described the insecurity he felt about having an accent and admitted to the “lie” he had 
been keeping from the community:  
All this time I have been insecure talking about my personal issues. One issue that 
I have came across many times ever since I moved to the United States five years 
ago is accepting the fact I have an accent. […] Most of the times I would have to 
repeat after myself repetitively just to make sure I sounded as normal as others, 
but even by doing so I never seemed to get rid of it. What even made it worse was 
my having to interchange between two completely different languages day in and 
out, which I hated. I felt like I was cursed.  
[…] 
I remember Mrs. Leigh … asking me in summer where my family was from and 
then replying to her saying, “I don’t know.” I wouldn’t have had to go through all 
this stress and self loathing only if I had listened to Mr. Williams who said, 
“answer the damn question.” 
[…] 
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All I’m asking is forgiveness and a chance to move forward as [Abraham], who 
grew up speaking Luganda and sometimes still has an accent when he talks. 
(Abraham, Graduation Speech) 
It was not that Abraham did not know where he was from but that he had chosen to 
withhold this information from the Hilltop community until the end of the school year. 
Afterwards, Mrs. Leigh was “blown away” by the revelation (as quoted by Mr. Campbell 
in his Interview 4), and Mr. Campbell reflected, “That’s like the missing puzzle piece to 
him. [. . .] That just explains everything” (Interview 4). Mr. Campbell reframed 
Abraham’s performance as a student over the course of the previous year, noting that his 
initially tentative manner could have been explained by his status as an English Language 
Learner, as his first language was Luganda. 
Indeed, Abraham noted in the graduation speech the difficulties he experienced 
participating in class discussions (“This [having an accent] explains why sometimes I 
wouldn’t participate a lot in class -- all because I was afraid to expose myself”; Abraham, 
Graduation Speech). Mrs. Leigh and Mr. Campbell observed that Abraham participated 
more frequently and comfortably in class discussions as the school year ensued. By April, 
Mrs. Leigh remarked he had “become unafraid to speak up in class . . . most notably, in 
D.C. [on a field trip], where he frequently asked questions with the Senators and their 
staffers.” That same month, Abraham spoke of it as a responsibility to be an active 
participant in class discussions:  
It’s like the teacher has her job or he, whatever, have their jobs to do. You gotta 
do your part of the job. You need to do your part of the job by participating in 
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class, asking questions and being curious. That’s all part of it. (Abraham, 
Interview 2) 
When asked at the end of the year if his fear of speaking up had persisted, he responded, 
“Not really, cuz’ now … they [peers] feel a lot more like family to me, so I feel like I can 
say whatever I want to” (Abraham, Interview 3).  
Intellectually curious, Abraham appreciated the opportunity at Hilltop to 
meaningfully engage with ideas. He enjoyed being at a school where students focused on 
working hard (“students over here—they’re dedicated”). Abraham recounted having 
experienced “chaos happening every day” at his previous public middle school and from 
his perspective, it appeared that his “friends [there] didn’t care about education” 
(Abraham, Interview 1). Abraham wanted an alternative to public high school, and he 
believed that Hilltop would set him on that path.  
Abraham Ventriloquated Through the Discourse of Literary Analysis 
Abraham steadily tried on more and more aspects of the classroom discourse on literary 
analysis in his essays. His first essay on Of Mice and Men ventriloquated through the 
discourse, as he appropriated two tools introduced to him without demonstrating a full 
understanding of the ways those tools met the expectations of the discourse. By the third 
essay on The Bluest Eye, Abraham’s understandings of the discourse caught up with his 
use of the tools, and he developed from primarily interpreting characters to making an 
interpretation of a novel’s theme (see Tables 22 and 23). In the following sections, I 
present an analysis of essays one and three (but not essay two) because the contrast 
between those essays reveals the role ventriloquation played in Abraham’s writing 
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development. Abraham’s stance in essay two revealed patterns similar to essay one, so I 
determined that essay did not merit full explication.  
Met basic expectations for literary interpretations in essay on Of Mice and 
Men. Abraham met Mr. Campbell’s expectations for writing a basic literary 
interpretation in his first analytical essay. Early in the school year, Abraham referred to 
the thesis statement as “your own opinion” or “the main point” of the book (Interview 1), 
echoing Mr. Campbell’s language of interpretations for students to “[make] an 
interpretation of the book that stands out” to them (Field Notes, 9/29/14). In Abraham’s 
opinion, Of Mice and Men was about “being different in society” (Essay 1). His statement 
(“Without paying attention to all characters in the novel the reader wouldn’t notice that 
three of them have differences that exclude them from society”) set him up to describe the 
differences possessed by three characters (Lennie, Crooks, and Curley’s wife) and the 
ways those differences excluded them from society. In alignment with Mr. Campbell’s 
discourse, Abraham’s thesis took a point of view on the novel beyond a summary 
observation, as Abraham had identified a common experience among several characters. 
Mr. Campbell considered this a basic way of making an interpretation in this class, as it 
did not explain how or why the author highlighted this particular point; nonetheless, it did 
meet his expectations of a basic interpretation. 
Also in alignment with Mr. Campbell’s expectations, the thesis statement 
forecasted the essay’s structure. The thesis statement suggested that each of the three 
characters would be the topic of the subsequent three body paragraphs. As such, it was 
clear that Abraham’s main literary interpretation (i.e., thesis statement) attended to the 
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two most important aspects of Mr. Campbell’s discourse at this point in the year.  
Abraham’s topic sentences were somewhat, rather than fully analytical. That 
meant the topic sentences announced the example that would be discussed in each body 
paragraph; they did not articulate how the example supported the thesis statement. The 
topic sentences of body paragraphs one and two stated: 
• The first and most obvious character that Steinbeck uses is Lennie Small.  
• The second character with differences that exclude him from his society 
during this time of period was Crooks. 
These sentences announced the “first” and “second” character that would be the topics of 
these paragraphs. The third topic sentence similarly stated the third character who 
exemplified the pattern articulated in the thesis statement, but it also provided a transition 
from the previous paragraph. The sentence suggested that the similarities between Crooks 
(the example from body paragraph two) and Curley’s wife (the example form body 
paragraph three) should have made them empathetic toward each other’s circumstances, 
but it did not:  
• As a matter of fact, Curley’s wife went through the same obstacle as 
Crooks, the person she denigrated because he was standing up for himself 
for the first time. 
What this and the other topic sentences did not do was interpret how the example 
exemplified the phenomenon articulated in the thesis. While Abraham included topic 
sentences that were somewhat analytical (i.e., they stated the example that was to be 
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analyzed), they did not fulfill Mr. Campbell’s expectation of composing mini thesis 
statements.  
In sum, Abraham had satisfied several expectations of the discourse at this point: 
he had written an interpretive statement supportive of development into three body 
paragraphs. He had not, however, written a clear statement that responded to how or why 
the author was making a particular observation. Further, his topic sentences were not 
fully analytical. In the following section, I will show how Abraham attempted to use 
several tools to try on features of the discourse in an attempt to meet Mr. Campbell’s 
other expectations of going deeper with his interpretive statement, but the tools 
confounded the clarity of his argument.  
Abraham used tools to ventriloquate through the discourse. Abraham 
appropriated several tools introduced by Mr. Campbell in order to craft his literary 
interpretations: the conventional/unconventional sentence pattern and the how/why 
sentence frame. Abraham used these tools in an attempt to meet the expectations of the 
discourse, but their appropriation reflected an incomplete understanding of their 
purposes.  
Conventional/unconventional sentence frame assisted Abraham with 
articulation of the thesis statement. The first tool Abraham used was the 
conventional/unconventional technique, and when Abraham tried on this technique in his 
introductory paragraph for the Of Mice and Men essay, he did not distill the idea into one, 
crystal clear thesis statement—an important feature of Mr. Campbell’s discourse on 
literary interpretations. However, the sentence frame provided a structure that assisted 
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Abraham with the articulation of the thesis statement. Evidence of this can be seen in 
Abraham’s introductory paragraph:  
A small but vivid novel written by John Steinbeck during the Great Depression 
left many readers with different perpectives [stet.]about the book. In 1962 
Steinbeck received the Nobel Prize for Literature based on his imaginative and 
sympathetic humor which is all combined in the novel Of Mice and Men. Since 
the novel has two characters, many readers would think friendship and loyalty 
are the only two portions that make the book powerful. In contrast to friendship 
and loyalty something more effectual moves the plot. Without paying attention 
to all characters in the novel the reader wouldn’t notice that three of them have 
differences that exclude them from society. (Introductory paragraph of 
Abraham’s essay on Of Mice and Men; bold added for emphasis) 
The last half of the paragraph attempted to appropriate the 
conventional/unconventional technique by setting up a series of contrasts. In the 
sentences leading up to the final statement, Abraham proposed a traditional interpretation 
of Of Mice and Men citing that “many readers” attribute the power of the book to the 
“friendship and loyalty” of the characters. Then, he suggested an alternative 
interpretation (“something more effectual moves the plot”), but he used the word 
“something,” a word Mr. Campbell would label as vague. In the final sentence, Abraham 
named that “something” as “three of [the characters in the novel] have differences that 
exclude them from society,” but that was not until he had once again invoked the 
surface/depth framing (“Without paying attention to all the characters in the novel”). That 
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final invocation did not serve to augment the contrast between surface and deeper 
interpretations; rather, it suggested a contrast that did not track (i.e., If the reader is not 
paying attention to all the characters in the novel, the reader is unlikely to notice anything 
about the characters—unusual or otherwise). The two contrasts articulated across three 
sentences made it difficult to identify exactly how Abraham was positioning his point of 
view in contrast to others (or deeper interpretation in contrast to a surface-level 
interpretation). However, the interpretation was there: many perceived the novel to be 
about friendship and loyalty, but Abraham believed that alternatively, the novel could be 
read as a tale of misfits.  
The conventional/unconventional technique was also meant to present an original 
argument that would entice the audience to read on to find out how the writer would 
prove this new way of seeing the story. For the classroom audience, Abraham’s 
interpretation did provide an alternative perspective, as two students in the class had 
written about Of Mice and Men as a story of friendship. As such, Abraham provided a 
counter interpretation for those students’ perspectives. Outside of the classroom audience, 
Abraham’s assertion that characters (Lennie, Crooks, and Curley’s wife) were outcasts 
was one that many readers would probably share. To those readers, Abraham’s 
interpretation may have not seemed all that alternative. Abraham would have had to be 
well-versed in literary criticism in order to construct an interpretation that was truly 
unconventional in wider contexts. To Abraham, however, the idea was his—what he 
thought “the main point of the book” was (Interview 1). He expressed having liked 
writing this essay about the “Of Mice and Men characters better” than a previous essay 
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that was a personal narrative. In fact, his description of the essay provided the longest 
stretch of talk during his first interview (which for Abraham at this point in the year was 
significant):  
I said the main point of the book was being different in society. I used Curley and 
Lennie and no, no, no. I used Lennie, Curley’s wife, and—who was the other 
one?—and Crooks. I said one thing that made Lennie different from everybody 
else was the he had a small mind, a childlike brain and all that. For Crooks, I said 
it was his skin color. At that time, he wasn’t included to work and to get along 
with everybody else. Curley’s wife, I said she was just lookin’ for someone to talk 
to. The workers at the ranch was perceived very differently. They welcomed her 
differently. (Abraham, Interview 1) 
While Abraham did not distill the interpretation into a crystal clear statement, he had 
used the tools to assist with the articulation of ideas that were particular to the way he 
viewed the novel.  
Employed how/why sentence frame to restate thesis statement with some 
analysis of author’s craft in the body of the essay. The second tool Abraham used was 
the how/why sentence frame. Abraham used the frame to restate the thesis statement in 
the first body paragraph. The frame assisted Abraham to take up the language of the 
discourse and to begin to assume the authoritative stance toward literary analysis the 
frame conferred. Recall that Mr. Campbell introduced the following sentence frame to 
assist students with the articulation of students’ thesis statements:  
The author uses ______(literary term) to  
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communicate __________(message, meaning, or theme). 
In Abraham’s restatement of the thesis (“Steinbeck uses several characters to symbolize 
how differences exclude people from society”), he suggested that the author Steinbeck 
“used” the experiences among characters in order to make a comment about society (i.e., 
“differences exclude people from society”). Abraham’s statement revealed an awareness 
that the author had made choices about his characters and that those choices were made 
with a purpose in mind—a concept of literary analysis Mr. Campbell introduced on day 
one and re-emphasized later in the unit.  
In the body paragraphs of the essay, Abraham analyzed the thesis by making two 
points: first, he described the differences displayed by each character, and second, he 
showed how those differences excluded the characters from society. For example, the 
first body paragraph described Lennie as a character with a child-like mind (i.e., 
difference) that was not allowed to fully participate in the activity of adults (i.e., 
exclusion):  
Steinbeck uses several characters to symbolize how differences exclude people 
from society. The first and most obvious character that Steinbeck uses is Lennie 
Small. On the outside Lennie is viewed, as a grown adult, but on the inside the 
reader views him as a young kid. Because of his lack of understanding, Lennie 
couldn’t be viewed as a grown adult. Even though he was a great worker he never 
seemed to fit in and the reason why was his childlike brain that seperated [stet.] 
him from the grown ups. John Steinbeck writes “You jus’ stand there and don’t 
say nothing. If he finds out what a crazy bastard you are we won’t get no job, but 
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if he sees ya work before he hears ya talk, we’re set. Ya got that?” (6). The tone 
that George uses while addressing Lennie tells the reader that he isn’t aware of 
the situation because of his myopia and stupidity. Since Lennie has a child-like 
brain, he can’t say something smart to impress the boss. (First body paragraph of 
Abraham’s essay on Of Mice and Men) 
At moments in this paragraph, Abraham assumed a detached stance as he 
analyzed Lennie. He referred to how the “reader views [Lennie],” implying that the 
author has given the reader an insight into Lennie’s child-like mind that other characters 
in the novel do not have. Abraham continued by providing an example where George 
urges Lennie to stay silent, lest he say something off-beat and ruin the chances of getting 
a job in a conversation with their new boss. Abraham wrote that “the tone George uses . . 
. tells the reader” this information about Lennie. As such, Abraham implied that 
Steinbeck has imbued George’s voice with a tone that communicated important 
information about Lennie’s mind. While his references to Steinbeck’s moves were not 
entirely explicit or clear, Abraham was attempting to carry the awareness of the author’s 
choices through the entirety of his argument. In sum, Abraham began with a more 
authoritative stance toward literature with references to author’s craft, and he attempted, 
through various moves, to maintain that stance throughout the essay. 
The writing in Abraham’s first analytical essay indicated that he was highly 
inclined to try on the tools introduced to him. Indeed, Mr. Campbell observed that 
explicit direction appealed to Abraham. Particularly, Mr. Campbell described how 
Abraham appropriated the surface/deep sentence frame in each of his three essays: 
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He always does something like this, like the first essay I showed them is this one 
about the Old Man and the Sea where it says on the surface it sounds like this but 
really it’s this. Because he’s a student who loves having the explicit direction like, 
“You should do this and if you do it this way you’ll be right” (Campbell, 
Interview 4). 
Additionally, Abraham described the model essay on Old Man and the Sea as “pretty 
helpful” in supporting his completion of the first analytical essay (Interview 1). Abraham 
was highly inclined to try on aspects of the discourse, and he was beginning to develop 
understandings of the purposes behind particular features enough to apply them in ways 
that met the expectations of the discourse.  
Ventriloquation still compromised clarity in final essay, but it led to more 
thorough understandings of author’s craft. As time went on, Abraham’s knowledge of 
the authoritative concepts (acquired through repeated inquiry discussions during the 
thesis statement workshop and Mr. Campbell’s feedback on his writing) reinforced his 
use of the tools to the point that their use became more aligned with the discourse. He 
appropriated the tools to similar levels of clarity in the thesis statement for the essay on 
The Bluest Eye, but the thesis statement reflected a deeper interpretation of the novel (as 
depth was defined by Mr. Campbell). In this essay, Abraham made a strong interpretation 
of the novel’s theme. He also carried the awareness of author’s craft from the 
introductory paragraph through the body paragraphs. 
Thesis statement and topic sentences more in line with expectations of deep 
analysis. Abraham’s more developed understanding of author’s awareness was evident in 
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his introductory paragraph, as well as in the literary interpretations of his essay on The 
Bluest Eye. In the introductory paragraph, Abraham again used two iterations of the 
conventional/unconventional and surface/deeper sentence frames:  
The Bluest Eye written by a well known writer, Toni Morrison, is an outstanding 
book. Hence she won the Nobel Prize. Toni Morrison has written plenty of books, but The 
Bluest Eye stood out the most out of them all. Most readers of this book would say the 
whole point of the book is to capture the struggles that black girls experience while in a 
racist society. However, the book has a deeper and stronger message behind it. In the 
long run, Toni Morrison was aiming to move the readers by writing about love. After 
thoroughly reading the book, it becomes clear that the main idea is that “love is never 
any better than the lover.” If readers dig deeper they find out that Cholly, Pauline, and 
Soaphead love the way they were loved. (Introductory paragraph of Abraham’s essay on 
The Bluest Eye; bold added to emphasize appropriation of sentence frames) 
Abraham first suggested that “Most readers” would say the book is about the 
struggles of black girls in a racist society, but he is asserting alternatively (and more 
deeply), the book is about love. In this sentence, he also invokes the idea behind the 
how/why sentence frame without using the frame itself: “Morrison was aiming to move 
the readers by writing about love.” Second, he says that on the surface, the reader might 
see the “main idea” is ‘love is never any better than the lover,’ but on a deeper level, the 
main idea is that characters “love the way they were loved.” Again, Abraham used two 
iterations of the sentence frames across a number of sentences and with varying levels of 
contrast between ideas (i.e., the final two ideas are not in great opposition to each other), 
  
244
but the point of the interpretation is embedded within: Abraham will argue that the three 
characters deploy love in the ways their parents loved them.  
Further, Abraham’s main interpretation and topic sentences made deeper 
analytical statements (as depth was defined in this context). First, the thesis statement 
moved beyond analyzing the experiences of characters toward an analysis of theme (“it 
becomes clear that the main idea is that ‘love is never any better than the lover.’ If 
readers dig deeper they find out that Cholly, Pauline, and Soaphead love the way they 
were loved”). Though Abraham labeled the meaning as the “main idea” of the novel, he 
was, in fact, describing the theme, or the larger meaning conveyed the novel. That meant 
beyond simply identifying a pattern shared by three characters (i.e., a basic 
interpretation), Abraham conveyed the “why” or “so what” behind a pattern. According 
to Mr. Campbell, responding to the questions of “why” and “so what” produced a deeper 
interpretative statement and thus, was considered a strong interpretation in this context.  
Accordingly, Abraham’s topic sentences shifted from somewhat analytical in his 
first essay to fully analytical in his third. Topic sentences from his previous essays had 
simply announced the example of the body paragraph that would support the main 
interpretation. For example, in his first essay, the initial body paragraph stated, “The first 
and most obvious character that Steinbeck uses is Lennie Small.” The topic sentence did 
not provide analytical support for the main interpretation, nor did it help the reader track 
Abraham’s argument as had been expected by Mr. Campbell (i.e., topic sentences as 
“mini thesis statements”). In his third essay on The Bluest Eye, Abraham’s topic 
sentences provided analytical statements that supported the essay’s main interpretation: 
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• In the novel, [Cholly] Breedlove has a hard time loving because life 
bombarded him with the heaviest punches.  
• Soaphead Church shares a similar experience of having a hard time 
loving because he loves wickedly. 
• The last character who has no clue of what love is is Breedlove because 
she thinks of love as sexual intercourse. 
In the first topic sentence, Abraham explained that the “punches” in Cholly’s life 
compromised his ability to love. As such, this topic sentence served to inform the reader 
how Abraham would use Cholly as support for his main argument (i.e., characters’ 
previous experiences with love interfered with present capacities to love) rather than 
announcing Cholly as the first example he would discuss. Each of the subsequent topic 
sentences achieved this goal, as well.  
Abraham also more explicitly and clearly invoked the author to introduce and 
explain the textual support for his literary interpretations, which indicated a fuller 
adoption of the authoritative stance. This is most evident in the first body paragraph:  
In the novel, Breedlove has a hard time loving because life bombarded him with 
the heaviest punches. His own father denies him for a craps game, which truly 
affects him. Ever since Cholly is denied by his father, the term love is erased from 
his vocabulary. Morrison speaks on behalf of Cholly: “As it was, he reacted to 
them, and his reactions were based on what he felt at the moment” (161). The 
fact that Morrison uses “reactions” to describe what Cholly feels speaks 
volumes attitude toward love. According to Cholly, the term love is replaced by 
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“reactions,” which shows how low he thinks of love. Cholly completely loses his 
ability to love, and he doesn’t know how to show love towards his kids. As a 
result, he is reliving his father’s life. (First body paragraph of Abraham’s essay on 
The Bluest Eye; bold added to emphasize references to author’s craft) 
Abraham’s explanation of evidence stated, “The fact that Morrison uses ‘reactions’ to 
describe what Cholly feels speaks volumes attitude toward love.” Abraham described that 
Morrison made a deliberate choice to have this character use a particular word to convey 
the character’s attitude about love.  
Over time, Abraham developed a more thorough understanding of Mr. 
Campbell’s discourse on literary interpretations—particularly, how authors use characters 
and word choice to communicate messages. As a result of this development, Abraham’s 
use of the tools (i.e., sentence frames) became more aligned with the goals of discourse. 
In his third essay on the theme of The Bluest Eye, Abraham carried the deeper analysis 
throughout more of the essay. He had begun to assume the authoritative stance toward 
literary analysis that Mr. Campbell privileged in this context. 
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Table 22.  
Abraham’s Thesis Statements Throughout the Analytical Writing Unit  
OMM TKM  TBE 
“Without paying attention 
to all characters in the 
novel the reader wouldn’t 
notice that three of them 
have differences that 
exclude them from 
society.” 
“On its surface, the novel 
seems like a childhood 
story, but in its core the 
novel is genuinely using 
Scout, Aunt Alexandria, 
and Bob Ewell to 
emphasize how cultural 
change is hard to accept.” 
“After thoroughly reading 
the book, it becomes clear 
that the main idea is that 
“love is never any better 
than the lover.” If readers 
dig deeper they find out 
Cholly, Pauline, and 
Soaphead love the way 
they were loved.” 
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Table 23. 
  
Abraham’s Development as an Analytical Writer  
 OMM TKM TBE 
Degree of interpretation 2—Basic 
interpretation 
2—Basic 
interpretation 
3—Strong 
interpretation 
Content Characters  Characters 
Theme 
Theme 
(“Main 
idea”) 
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Analytical Writing Provided Abraham Alternative Outlet for Communication and 
Supported His Willingness to Try on the Features of the Discourse 
For Abraham, the writing of an analytical essay afforded him an opportunity to 
clearly express his thoughts, and that goal supported his willingness to try on the features 
of Mr. Campbell’s discourse on literary interpretations. At the beginning of the year, 
Abraham identified having “good thoughts” as his strength in writing but then continued, 
“I mostly struggle explaining them or expressing them.” He elaborated that he had come 
to Hilltop “with no vocabulary” and that if he developed a better vocabulary he would be 
more “able to express [his] thoughts” (Interview 1). Abraham suggested that it was 
difficult for him to recruit the words to clearly articulate—in writing— the ideas in his 
mind. That being said, Abraham identified writing (as opposed to talking) as a venue for 
him to more deeply express his ideas and thoughts: “I mean, you can talk to someone, but 
you can go further than that to express yourself in writing.” He continued, “The best 
thing about writing—it’s a different way to communicate, like you’re talking to a person 
that’s reading somethin’ that you wrote” (Interview 1). Abraham characterized the 
writing of an essay as an exchange of information between the writer and reader, much 
like a conversation is an exchange between two speakers.  
Abraham had articulated wanting to learn how to express himself better, and over 
the course of the year, writing became an important outlet for that goal. Abraham 
expressed that writing gave him the time and space to formulate and clearly articulate his 
ideas: “In writing you get to have—yeah, you get a chance to express all the things in 
your mind [. . .] It’s like another way of expressing yourself” (Interview 2). He repeated 
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the idea at the end of the year, “I just like to write cuz’ it helps me get out what I have in 
my head … and just put it on paper” (Interview 3).  
As it related to literary analysis, Abraham described preferring analytical essays 
to other forms of writing, like narrative writing: “I just think writing more about books 
and all that it’s more interesting and more engaging to me, I guess” (Interview 2). He 
described having the opportunity to do so much thinking with the novel (e.g., reading and 
annotating in the literature class), and that made it easier for him to write when it came 
time to write the analytical essays in the writing class: 
What happens is that—you know how we have English and we’re reading books? 
What I do is I know ahead of time that I’m gonna’ hafta’ write an analytical essay 
or paragraph, whatever. I think about it before it’s time for me to do it. I think 
ahead and that really helps me out. Then I can have extra time to work on it with 
Mr. Campbell, which is really helpful, so that’s what I do. I think ahead of time 
and try and come up with my interpretation of the book or whatever reading. I 
would do it ahead of time and then ask for help. (Interview 2) 
Abraham described using the reading of the novel as a chance to begin formulating the 
interpretation he would write about in the analytical essays. For him, writing analytical 
essays required less effort than writing personal narratives: “If I were to write about 
myself it would take me more time than it would take me to write about books” 
(Interview 2).  
For Abraham, the writing of analytical essays granted him an alternative outlet for 
participation in the discourse of the writing and English classrooms. He could not always 
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fulfill the role of active participant in class discussions that was held in such high regard 
in this context. That kind of participation required an extemporaneous verbal fluency that 
his oral language skills had not yet furnished him. He had said himself that he had feared 
participating in class because he “was afraid to expose” having an accent. Rather, he 
could participate in the discourse through the writing of an essay that thoughtfully and 
deliberated attended to Mr. Campbell’s expectations. As such, the goal of writing an 
essay supported his goal to be an active participant through alternative means. This helps 
explain Abraham’s willingness to try on the features of the discourse and appropriate the 
tools introduced to him. He was motivated to use all that was at his disposal to turn his 
thoughts into words on the paper. Though initially compromising for clear 
communication of his literary arguments, this ventriloquation was an important step on 
the road to meeting Mr. Campbell’s expectations. Combined with his responsiveness to 
teacher feedback and ongoing inquiry discussions with peers, Abraham’s ventriloquation 
led to his new understandings about the genre of literary analysis (i.e., connection 
between author’s craft and literary theme). Those understandings supported his use of the 
tools, and as such, he appeared to be on a trajectory of continued development according 
to the expectations of this context.  
Katarina: Passing On Mr. Campbell’s Discourse on Literary Analysis 
Other students assumed a stance that passed on taking up the more authoritative 
features of literary analysis; rather, they upheld their everyday connections to the novel 
(primarily, the experiences of characters) as their points of connection to the discourse. 
Students in this group also did not appropriate the tools introduced to them in the 
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consistent ways other students had. This is not to say that these students rejected Mr. 
Campbell’s discourse outright, but they primarily drew upon their everyday connections 
to the discourse (rather than more authoritative understandings) as their point of entry to 
meeting the expectations of the discourse.  
Unlike those students in the trying on category, these students did not appropriate 
the tools introduced to them in the service of meeting the expectations of the genre. In 
some cases, these students did possess knowledge of the concepts that could have 
supported their use of these tools, but they did not marshal the authoritative concepts in 
ways that would grow the “more elementary aspects” of their analytical writing 
(Vygotsky, 1986). In other cases, some of these students misunderstood or did not fully 
support the reasons for employing the more authoritative features of the discourse.  
This became apparent in their essays in three main ways. First, for some students, 
parts of their essays (i.e., particularly, the introductory and concluding paragraphs) 
privileged the personal exploration of an interesting topic over the support of a particular 
interpretation of the novel. Second, these students used the topic sentences as an entry 
point for a discussion of a topic rather than as a way to track the logic of an argument. 
Third, some essays alternated between first-person and third-person point of view.  
In the following section, I explain the ways in which one focal student, Katarina, 
passed on Mr. Campbell’s discourse, but first I describe the cultural and social contextual 
factors surrounding Katarina’s development as a writer. 
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Cultural, Historical, and Social Context for Understanding Katarina as a Writer 
Katarina was always clutching a book and sometimes, her own pencil-drawn 
sketches in the style of Japanese Manga cartoons. Often fidgety, Katarina could be seen 
twisting her hair away from her dark plastic spectacles or riffling through her backpack 
for necessary materials. Before attending Hilltop, Katarina had transferred schools 
several times during the middle years. In her words, she “didn’t have many friends and 
… didn’t have the best time … with people” (Interview 1). Katarina attributed some of 
this social drama to her peers’ perceptions of her cultural background. She identified as 
biracial—half Hispanic and half white—but because of her light skin color, she noted that 
others frequently perceived her as white. As one of the only “white” kids in schools with 
mostly students of color, Katarina had felt excluded. Katarina admitted, however, that she 
attracted some of the social drama. Indeed, once at Hilltop, Mrs. Leigh noted that at 
times, her involvement in peer drama interfered with Katarina’s studies (“Concerns about 
her have to do more with social drama, not English skills”: Interview 2). 
Upon her mom’s boyfriend’s recommendation, Katarina applied and was admitted 
to Hilltop. Katarina felt assured about her choice to take an extra year of school before 
transitioning to high school; she explained that the community and faculty support were 
good for her. Katarina felt more included in this context (“it’s impossible for anyone to 
be bullied because we’re such a tight community”; Interview 1), and though it was not all 
smooth sailing, she generally spoke positively of her peer relationships at Hilltop. In 
addition to identifying as a visual artist, Katarina spoke frequently about her love for 
reading and creative writing. Particularly drawn to reading fantasy books, her favorites 
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included the Lord of the Rings (Tolkien, 1954) trilogy and Percy Jackson series (Riordan, 
2008)—the latter of which she had read “over and over and over again” (Interview 1). 
When she had time, she enjoyed writing “short stories—apocalypse sort of based things” 
(Interview 1) about once a week, but since she had begun school at Hilltop, she did not 
have enough time to continue that practice.  
Katarina experienced ups and downs in her performance as a student. Referring to 
herself as having been “lazy” at the beginning of the year (Interview 1), she cited poor 
work completion as her main offense as it related to writing class:  
I’ll do my work and I’ll get the paper back, and I’ll have a bunch of revisions I 
have to do. I’ll just go to my essay, and I’ll do it line for line and just correct it 
basically. I won’t really like go into more depth, if he says to go into more depth. 
I’ll just kinda go like, oh, unnecessary sentence. (Interview 1) 
Katarina joked that her performance had earned her the label of LSP. As Katarina 
described it, an LSP, or “lazy, smart person,” (Interview 3) is one who is capable of doing 
great work but chooses not to. It was during the spring months, however, that Katarina 
exhibited a significant shift in her work ethic. Mrs. Leigh noted, “She wants to be at the 
top of her class. Now that the desire’s there, she’s developed the discipline to get it done” 
(Mrs. Leigh, Interview 2). Katarina supported this assessment by describing herself in the 
spring as more mature and consistent with work completion.  
Katarina Passed On Mr. Campbell’s Requests for Deeper Analysis 
Katarina primarily drew upon her everyday connections to the discourse as her 
point of entry to writing her literary analysis essay on Of Mice and Men. Katarina 
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communicated that she understood the aspects of the discourse at the authoritative level 
(e.g., referencing the importance of analyzing text at the surface levels to get to deeper 
interpretations); however, she did not consistently marshal those understandings in the 
service of making deeper literary interpretations. While she made attempts in her second 
essay on To Kill a Mockingbird to do so, she reverted to her everyday stance in the third 
essay on The Bluest Eye (see Tables 24 and 25). As such, Katarina’s predominant stance 
is characterized as passing on the authoritative features of the discourse. In the following 
sections, I present a full explication of essays one and two because the contrast between 
those essays reveals the role the stance of “passing on” played in Katarina’s writing 
development. Katarina’s stance in essay three revealed patterns similar to essay one, so I 
determined that essay did not merit a detailed analysis. 
Privileged exploration of interesting topic over support of argument in essay 
on Of Mice and Men. In her first essay on Of Mice and Men, Katarina privileged the 
personal exploration of a topic interesting to her over the support of a particular 
interpretation of the novel. Unlike Abraham’s Of Mice and Men essay which indicated a 
trying on of tools in an attempt to make literary arguments in the way Mr. Campbell 
expected, Katarina’s first essay revealed she passed on prioritizing those aspects—
particularly, in her introductory paragraph, main interpretation, and topic sentences. 
Posed series of authentic questions in introductory paragraph. Nowhere is 
Katarina’s everyday stance more apparent than in the opening lines of her essay where 
she posed a series of authentic questions about the consequences of loneliness (e.g., “But 
what does it do to a person? How does it change him or her? How does it twist them? 
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How does being lonely eventually ruin them?”). These were questions of interest to her, 
and Katarina suggested in her introductory statements that she would use her essay about 
the characters in Of Mice and Men to explore answers. Loneliness and the consequences 
of loneliness were topics Katarina herself brought up, especially in regards to her stories 
of trouble with peers. Indeed, she described using her emotional connections to characters 
as inspiration for crafting thesis statements: 
Being lonely is inevitable. But what does it do to a person? How does it change 
him or her? How does it twist them? How does being lonely eventually ruin 
them? Lonely is a broad word that defines many. How does one word seal their 
fate or hurt others? In the book Of Mice and Men, by John Steinbeck, the long-
term effects of loneliness are executed perfectly. From Curley’s wife to Crooks, 
loneliness at its worst extremes is portrayed with pride. In the novel Of Mice and 
Men, Curley’s wife, Crook’s, and George’s struggles and lives are used to 
portray loneliness and longing. (Introductory Paragraph of Katarina’s essay on Of 
Mice and Men; bold added to emphasize authentic questions about loneliness) 
“I think about past experiences or people I’ve known, and then I compare them to book 
characters.” When asked about how she came up with the topic of loneliness for her 
thesis statement on Of Mice and Men, she explained,  
I was thinking about my friend who had an autistic brother, and . . . she’s really 
lonely ‘cuz she can’t communicate with him very well. I was thinking about that 
when I was writing that paper. It makes her sad a lot, too, that she can’t have a 
conversation with him, and so that’s how I think. I think about people I know 
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when I write those papers, or myself sometimes. (Interview 3) 
Whereas Abraham attempted to craft an interpretation that interrogated Steinbeck’s 
intended message, Katarina passed on making such an argument to privilege her own 
questions and observations about a topic of the book that connected to an issue of interest 
to her.  
Thesis statement met Mr. Campbell’s basic expectations for literary 
interpretations. Similar to Abraham, Katarina’s interpretations met Mr. Campbell’s 
expectations of a clear interpretative statement that supported development into three 
body paragraphs (i.e., those features that did not require writers to take an authoritative 
stance toward literary analysis). First, her main interpretation/thesis statement took a 
point of view on the novel: she identified a pattern common to characters in the story 
(i.e., lives are full of loneliness and longing) that went beyond making a summary 
statement. Second, her interpretation suggested development into three body paragraphs, 
as she named in the thesis statement the three characters that she would describe to 
support her interpretation (“In the novel Of Mice and Men, Curley’s wife, Crook’s, and 
George’s struggles and lives are used to portray loneliness and longing”; Katarina, Of 
Mice and Men final essay, 10/14/14; bold added for emphasis).  
Also similar to Abraham’s essay were the ways Katarina’s main interpretation did 
not attend to the Mr. Campbell’s expectations of insightfulness. Mr. Campbell had 
encouraged students to ensure their statements respond to the questions of how, why, and 
so what such that they revealed the literary techniques the author used to bring the 
characters to life, or made an argument for why the author may have written a story about 
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such lonely characters (i.e., So why does it matter that the characters are lonely and full 
of longing? What might the author be trying to say about loneliness?). Katarina did not 
attempt to consider the author’s craft, as Abraham had done; rather, she spent the body of 
her essay interrogating a topic relevant and interesting to her. 
Topic sentences pursued different goals that those articulated by Mr. Campbell. 
Katarina’s variety of topic sentences suggested that she was using them to pursue 
different goals than the ones set out by Mr. Campbell. Recall that Mr. Campbell referred 
to topic sentences as “mini thesis statements,” in that they should be analytical statements 
supportive of the main interpretation. Given that Katarina’s main interpretation stated that 
three characters’ lives were used to represent loneliness, the topic sentences would have 
needed to analyze how each character’s life exemplified loneliness. Katarina’s first topic 
sentence satisfied this requirement, but the remaining two did not. The topic sentences 
are listed below from the first body paragraph to the third body paragraph:  
• “When looking at the sad but beautiful wife of Curley, there is nothing to see but 
a girl who seeks attention.”  
• “Being an outcast is a recipe for Crooks to be lonely.” 
• “George’s loneliness leads to him killing his best friend” (Katarina, Of Mice and 
Men final draft, 10/14/14) 
In the topic sentence for the first body paragraph, Katarina used it as an entry point to 
discuss the loneliness of Curley’s wife. She did not state how Curley’s wife is lonely but 
what she does because she is lonely (i.e., she is lonely so she seeks attention from 
others)—a related topic, but it was not one that was directly supportive of the main 
  
259
interpretation. The topic sentence of the second body paragraph explains that Crooks’ 
status as an outcast contributed to his loneliness—functioning in the ways Mr. Campbell 
expected. The topic sentence of her third body paragraph made a claim about the 
consequences of loneliness, rather than arguing for how George represented loneliness. 
Again, this was a related topic, but not one that directly backed up the main 
interpretation. In the first and third body paragraphs, Katarina decided to make a new 
claim—that the loneliness of these characters rendered destruction. Because she pursued 
related but different interpretations in two body paragraphs, she was using the essay to 
explore different facets of her thesis and as such, she did not use the topic sentences to 
track the logic of her argument, as Mr. Campbell had emphasized. As such, Katarina was 
using the topic sentences as entry points to the conversation she wished to have about the 
characters and their loneliness. They could be leading to an even more specific argument 
about what exactly it was about loneliness that Steinbeck might have been trying to 
communicate. Still, she did not make that leap and so, it appeared that in this essay, she 
passed on taking up the authoritative stance.  
Katarina appropriated how/why sentence frame, but she did not carry 
awareness of author’s craft through the body paragraphs. Katarina used one tool—the 
how/why sentence frame—in order to assist with the writing of interpretations in the first 
essay. She used the frame in the thesis statement, though samples of it were evident 
elsewhere in the essay. Instead of appropriating the frame in the active voice as it was 
written, she wrote her thesis statement in the passive voice (i.e., “Curley’s wife, Crook’s, 
and George’s struggles and lives are used to portray loneliness and longing”; bold added 
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for emphasis). Though she insinuated through the phrasing of the thesis statement (“are 
used”) that the author was using the three characters to “portray” loneliness and longing, 
she did not explicitly state that the author was the one making these moves. She called 
upon this construction several more times in the essay in the following ways: 
• Introductory paragraph: “The long-term effects of loneliness are executed 
perfectly” and “loneliness at its worst is portrayed with pride.”  
• Concluding paragraph: “[The lonely lives of Curley’s wife, George, and 
Crooks] are simply and clearly dramatized.” 
Katarina implied that someone was using, executing, portraying, and dramatizing aspects 
of loneliness in the text, but she did not explicitly name and discuss Steinbeck as the one 
taking those actions. Unlike Abraham’s body paragraphs that attempted to show how the 
author’s moves supported his interpretation, Katarina’s body paragraphs did not attempt 
to do so. Rather, Katarina used the body paragraphs to answer the questions posed in the 
introduction. The first body paragraph, for example, considers the experience of Curley’s 
wife as an answer to her earlier question of “How does loneliness eventually ruin 
[people]?”:   
When looking at the sad but beautiful wife of Curley, there is nothing to see but a 
girl who seeks attention. Deep down she only seeks it because she has nothing 
else. When she confides in Lennie, her loneliness is revealed and her intentions 
are clear. She is married, but her marriage is built upon a lie. She had dreams 
and she had a chance. She put faith into an empty void and lost it all. She is the 
true epitome of loneliness gone too far. When she confesses her loneliness, she is 
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ruined. She went too far for someone to notice her and ends up being killed. After 
she convinces Lennie that it was OK to talk to her, she begins with her story, “I 
coulda made somethin’ of myself.’ she said darkly, ‘Maybe I will yet.’ And then 
her words tumbled out in a passion of communication” (Steinbeck 83). It suggests 
as if she has never talked truly. She is so desperate for someone to pay her the 
least amount of attention, even if it is her murderer. She can’t help but be 
vulnerable for a moment too long. After she confides in Lennie, Lennie kills her. 
She knows that being herself will get her killed but maybe she doubted that her 
loneliness would be the one to get her killed. (First body paragraph, Katarina’s Of 
Mice and Men final essay, 10/14/14) 
In that paragraph, she discusses multiple aspects of loneliness surrounding the character 
of Curley’s wife. She first discussed how the sequence of events that led to the character 
becoming a lonely wife living on a ranch (She is married, but her marriage is built upon 
a lie. She had dreams and she had a chance.) Then, Katarina discussed how her lonely 
state leads her to seek attention from Lennie because that attention from others offers her 
temporary companionship; however, it is that interaction with Lennie that leads to her 
eventual death (She is so desperate for someone to pay her the least amount of attention, 
even if it is her murderer). The remaining body paragraphs set out to similarly use the 
experiences of characters to pursue answers to her questions about loneliness.  
In sum, Katarina used her first literary analysis essay to pursue her own goals 
over those articulated by the teacher. By exploring her own thoughts about loneliness 
through the characters of Curley’s wife, Crooks, and George, she seemed to be 
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suggesting a new and more specific argument about what Steinbeck was saying about 
loneliness, but because she had adopted a more everyday stance toward literary analysis, 
that point did come through in a way that was recognized by the teacher as characteristic 
of literary analysis. 
Attempt to merge her goals with those of Mr. Campbell’s requests for depth 
for essay on To Kill a Mockingbird. In the second essay on To Kill a Mockingbird, 
Katarina was better able to combine her everyday inclination with the expectations of the 
discourse to produce an essay that examined the surface and deeper levels of text. This 
became evident in two main ways: first, the introductory paragraph of the essay situated 
authentic questions within the social environment of the novel and second, the topic 
sentences prioritized proving a point over exploring a topic.  
Introductory paragraph situated authentic questions within the social 
environment of the novel. By referencing the novel’s social environment in the 
introduction to her argument for the second essay, Katarina called upon a discourse 
beyond her personal connections to the novel in order to frame her main interpretation: 
the social context of the novel’s setting.  
What is a lady? In the deep South, a lady is a young woman who holds herself in 
a righteous manner and acknowledges her family’s heritage with deep respect. 
She can always remain a lady in any situation she faces. What is gentleman? A 
young man who can be brave at all times and also respect his family. He can earn 
the respect of the people around him being judicious and honest. In the South of 
to Kill a Mockingbird, young children are raised to this standard, by most 
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families. However, in some homes the influence is less on being a young man and 
lady, but being respectable and true to themselves. The Finch children are raised 
by this way of thinking. They are raised by a respectable man and are taught to 
love all equally. Most young children they were raised with, on the other hand, 
are expected to think of themselves as higher because of color, class, and social 
status. In Harper Lee’s To Kill a Mockingbird, both Scout and Jem face many 
issues in their tight knit community that develop their minds. Both children are 
influenced and impacted in a way that will develop and shape their standpoint as 
young children and their outlook on the world and the town they live in. 
(Introductory paragraph of Katarina’s To Kill a Mockingbird final essay, 
11/17/14) 
In the introductory paragraph, Katarina again opened her essay with an authentic question 
about a topic of interest to her (“What is a lady?”), but this time, she situated it within an 
understanding of the South in the 1930s. She highlighted the values endemic to the time 
(“a young lady … acknowledges her family’s heritage with deep respect” while a “young 
man … [earns] respect” by being “judicious and honest”). Then, she contrasted those 
values with what happened in “some homes” like that of the Finch family where all are 
taught the values of respect and being “true to themselves.” This opening framed her 
main interpretation of To Kill a Mockingbird: the interactions between the Finch family 
and societal norms shaped the development of Jem and Scout. Katarina referenced topics 
outside of the text in order to make sense of something interesting to her. As such, she 
combined her goals (consideration for what defines a lady) with the goals of the discourse 
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(consideration for ideas the novel might be implying about the world). However, she did 
not explicitly mention the author and/or particular literary techniques that may have been 
used to make this argument. While she called upon topics outside of the book, she still 
was not using those to make inferences about the author’s intent.  
Topic sentences prioritized proving a point over exploring a topic. Further 
evidence of a shift in stance appeared in Katarina’s topic sentences where she prioritized 
proving a point over exploring a topic. Katarina’s main interpretation argued that the 
interactions between the Finch family and societal norms of the time shaped the 
development of Jem and Scout. Two out of three of Katarina’s topic sentences attempted 
to make analytical statements supportive of this interpretation. The topic sentences, from 
the first to third body paragraphs are listed below:  
• “In this community, ladies are revered.”  
• “Atticus’s stance and place at home and in society change the way the children 
think about the people and world around them.” 
• “The case that occurs in Maycomb changes the children because they see 
everybody else in a new way, including their own father” (Katarina, Essay Two) 
Katarina did not use the first topic sentence to connect the example (the influence of Aunt 
Alexandra) to the main interpretation; rather, it provided her an entry point to discuss the 
impact Aunt Alexandra has on the children’s development. The topic sentence of the 
second body paragraph, however, analyzed how Atticus’s beliefs shaped his children’s 
beliefs:  
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Atticus’s stance and place at home and in society change the way the children 
think about the people and world around them. At home, Atticus is a single father 
with two developing children. He is an older man with an extremely stressful job. 
He still manages to stick to humane morals and respect everybody. He can’t be a 
different man at home than he is on the streets. He works hard to show his 
children that. He wants to be a role model for them, but he doesn’t want to have 
to reprimand them all the time and be someone like his sister to them. So when 
Aunt Alexandra asks him to tell the children to respect the family, it is extremely 
hard for him. If he were to tell the children that their family was great, he would 
be lying to them. He cannot perpetuate a lie, especially not to his children: it 
would defeat the purpose of all he went through to raise them. He cannot yell at 
his children when they are in the right because it is not something he is used to 
and not something he wants to do. When aunt Alexandra is infuriated with the 
children after they disrespect the family, Atticus is made to go yell at them. He 
cannot do it and they children know this, “I felt his hand on the back of my head. 
‘Don’t you worry about anything,’ he said. ‘It’s not time to worry.’ When I heard 
that, I knew he had come back to us . . . I know what he was trying to do, but 
Atticus was only a man. It takes a woman to do that kind of work” (152). Atticus 
is trying to be someone he couldn’t. He wasn’t going to be a stranger to his 
children, especially when they needed him the most. Atticus’ being the only parent 
in the family has a strong impact on the children because they learn to be 
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sympathetic and realize that he is the only parent. (Second Body Paragraph of 
Katarina’s Essay on To Kill a Mockingbird) 
Through explanations of evidence in the body paragraph, Katarina went on to discuss 
how the children’s progressive father and their more conservative Aunt Alexandra 
exposed them to two different definitions of what it means to be “fine folks.” The 
children were then challenged to decide to which one they subscribe. As such, the topic 
sentence for the second body paragraph functioned as a mini-thesis-statement for the 
essay (in the way Mr. Campbell expected). This and the third topic sentence revealed that 
Katarina was taking up the practice of writing analytical topic sentences in the way Mr. 
Campbell had intended. Indeed, Mr. Campbell assessed her performance on this essay in 
the following way: “She demonstrated . . . that she can do the deeper thinking of 
unpacking quotes and explaining how they prove her point. For the To Kill a 
Mockingbird essay she did that well” (Mr. Campbell, Interview 3).  
Even though Katarina made progress in meeting the expectations outlined by Mr. 
Campbell on literary interpretations, she did not make as much progress as Abraham over 
the course of the unit (as it was defined in the class).  
Reverted to everyday stance in essay in The Bluest Eye. In her third essay on 
The Bluest Eye, Katarina reverted to her stance of passing on the more authoritative 
features of the discourse. Similar to her first essay, the introduction mused about a topic 
(how love from parents propels the healthy growth of children), but she did not explicitly 
situate her thoughts within a larger conversation that may have been taking place outside 
of the text. Furthermore, the thesis statement, (“Claudia and Frieda are saved from 
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Pecola’s fate because they receive love and compassion from the people around them 
and develop self confidence”) while categorized as a basic interpretation, was not 
consistently supported by analytical claims. Rather, her body paragraphs functioned in a 
descriptive manner, rather than an argumentative manner. Similar to the Of Mice and 
Men essay, Katarina discussed her observations on the connections between the 
characters and a topic of interest rather than analyzing those connections. Whereas 
Abraham began to use his essays to assume a more and more authoritative stance toward 
the discourse (i.e., speculating about the ways the author used textual elements to 
construct meaning), Katarina preferred to assume a more everyday stance toward the 
discourse (with the exception of the second essay).  
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Table 24.  
Katarina’s Thesis Statements Throughout the Analytical Writing Unit 
 OMM TKM  TBE 
 
 
 
 
Thesis 
Statements 
“In the novel Of Mice 
and Men, Curley’s 
wife, Crook’s, and 
George’s struggles 
and lives are used to 
portray loneliness and 
longing.” 
“Both children are 
influenced and impacted 
in a way that will 
develop and shape their 
standpoint as young 
children and their 
outlook on the world and 
the town they live in.” 
“Claudia and Frieda 
are saved from 
Pecola’s fate because 
they receive love and 
compassion from the 
people around them 
and develop self 
confidence.” 
 
 
Table 25.  
Katarina’s Development as an Analytical Writer 
  
OMM 
 
TKM 
 
TBE 
Degree of Interpretation 2—Basic 
interpretation 
2—Basic 
interpretation 
2—Basic 
interpretation 
Content Author’s 
Moves/Characters-
Theme  
Characters Characters-
Theme 
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Authoritative Stance of Analytical Writing at Odds With Katarina’s Emotional and 
Creative Self 
The authoritative stance of analytical writing was in opposition to Katarina’s 
emotional and creative self. Katarina preferred creative writing to other, more formal 
types of writing. She viewed writing as “a way for [her] to really express [her] feelings,” 
(Interview 1) and creative writing better satisfied this need. She noted, “I love creative 
writing and that’s why I do much better on [it]. It’s easier for me … I can be really 
descriptive” (Interview 1). She regularly made diary entries in which she wrote about her 
day and composed “Top Ten” lists, and when she had the time, she composed short 
stories in the style of her favorite authors Rick Riordan, Stephen King, and Neil 
Gaimond. Mr. Campbell noted that when given the opportunity to write personal essays 
during a unit on narrative writing, Katarina excelled and observed her enthusiasm for the 
task. (Interestingly, Abraham had experienced the opposite: he preferred analytical to 
narrative writing.)  
Katarina possessed enthusiasm for writing in a range of genres, but she preferred 
the freedom that creative writing afforded her. Indeed, Mr. Campbell noted that Katarina 
“chafe[d] against a five paragraph essay” (Interview 3) in analytical writing. Katarina 
hinted at the challenge when she discussed the conventional point of view analytical 
essays took on (third-person). She aimed to express herself through writing, but if she 
could not use first- and second-person points of view, expressing herself was difficult (“I 
have a really hard time with not using second person and first person pronouns [in 
analytical writing]”; Katarina, Interview 1). Mr. Campbell had taught students that 
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literary analysis essays were typically written in the third-person in order to confer a 
certain authority toward the subject matter. Katarina initially required edits on her drafts 
from Mr. Campbell to shift her point of view, and she dutifully attended to these edits in 
her final drafts. Over the course of the unit, she described becoming better at writing in 
the third-person.  
However, she never fully understood the rationale for why she was doing  
this—she just knew she was not supposed to use first- and second-person pronouns. As 
she explained, “If you say, ‘I think,’ you have to delete that and say, ‘The thesis is,’ or, 
‘The opinion is.’” When asked why, she said she did not know, but that she thought about 
how to “work my sentences in a way where I could word them nicely and not sound too 
robotic … actually put my opinions in there and be descriptive” (Interview 1). Here, she 
described the nature of the tension between saying something descriptively and saying it 
fluidly in third-person, but she did not yet understand why that tension existed. When 
asked again later in the year about why analytical essays were written from the third-
person point of view, Katarina responded that she “[had] no idea” (Interview 2). 
Furthermore, it should be noted Katarina did recognize the expressive opportunities 
literary analysis presented her. She articulated that crafting a literary interpretation felt 
“liberating” for her “because you’re like, ‘This is my opinion. I am stating it right here, 
right now, and all of you has to—all of you have to listen to it’” (Interview 2).  
After observing this tension in Katarina, Mr. Campbell spoke with her explicitly 
about ways to merge the goals for creativity and analysis. He explained that there were 
ways to be creative in analytical writing. Katarina took away from this conversation that 
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she “definitely” saw opportunities to be creative with analytical writing because “you 
have to somehow convey your ideas in a pleasing, persuading way,” (Interview 2) and 
after writing her second essay on To Kill a Mockingbird, Katarina visited with Mr. 
Campbell, telling him, “‘I had a breakthrough and I understood this’” (as remembered by 
Mr. Campbell in Interview 3). As such, when Katarina paid deliberate attention to being 
creative in an analytical essay, she was able to better merge her goals with the 
expectations of Mr. Campbell (as had been evident in the introductory paragraph for 
essay two).  
Katarina reported having to find the “yin-and-yang balance” between emotional 
and analytical stances toward writing. Part of Katarina’s approach to analytical writing is 
also explained by the ways she negotiated emotional connections to the novel with the 
analytical expectations of the discourse. Katarina had to be excited about a writing task in 
order to devote a great deal of effort towards completing it. She said, “if I don’t wanna 
write something—if I’m not feeling it, I don’t write it” (Interview 3). Furthermore, Mrs. 
Leigh had observed, “I think once she’s really excited about something she pours her 
heart and soul into it” (Interview 3). As aforementioned, Katarina explained that she used 
her emotional connections to characters as inspiration. 
In June during the final weeks of the school year (after the six-week analytical 
writing unit had ended), Katarina articulated that sometimes this approach did not serve 
her as best it could when she was trying to write analytical essays. At that time, the class 
had just finished reading Romeo and Juliet (Shakespeare, 1597) in English, and Mr. 
Campbell had asked students to write a short analytical paragraph on an excerpt from a 
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scene of their choice. Katarina remarked that prior to writing her paragraph, she had to 
distance herself from her emotional responses to the characters’ decisions in the story and 
assume a more analytical perspective: 
Well, the thing that was hardest for me during this paper that I learned was 
finding a way to not be too opinionated while you’re writing it because whenever 
I write it, I’m super— I hated Romeo and Juliet because of the relationship, so I 
was just like it’s childish, and I wasn’t really too—I wasn’t really analytical. I was 
really judgmental. (Interview 3) 
Katarina demonstrated an emerging self-awareness around the struggle she faced, as she 
explained, “I’m more of a creative writer, so I like to use my emotions a lot when I write. 
That’s why analytical writing has always been hard for me, so I think that I still need to 
find that yin and yang balance” (Interview 3). Katarina was starting to understand why 
taking a more detached stance toward the text would facilitate literary analysis. She had 
not yet connected that to the use of the third-person point of view, but the means for 
making the connection were accessible to her.  
Katarina’s writerly self stood in conflict with whom the discourse of literary 
analysis demanded that she become. She preferred to let connections to characters inform 
the crafting of literary interpretations while the discourse demanded her to argue a point 
about author’s craft. Katarina preferred expressing her thoughts creatively while the 
discourse bound her with particular structures and forms. When Mr. Campbell showed 
her how her goals of creativity could work alongside the goals of argument, she wrote an 
essay that better met the discourse’s expectations. Furthermore, at the end of the year, 
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Katarina articulated a growing awareness that her emotional connections to writing 
needed to be balanced by the “authoritative” (Campbell, Field Notes, 10/24/14) stance 
that analysis required.  
Kianna: Making Mr. Campbell’s Discourse Internally Persuasive 
Other students assumed a stance that actively merged their own goals with those 
the classroom discourse on literary interpretations demanded from them. For these 
students, their previous assumptions and beliefs about writing were challenged by Mr. 
Campbell’s discourse on analytical writing, and these students worked to make the 
discourse internally persuasive. Like the students ventriloquating through the discourse, 
these students were highly motivated to take up the more authoritative features of the 
discourse, but they differed in that their understandings of the authoritative concepts (i.e., 
values and beliefs associated with literary analysis) were developed enough to 
sufficiently support their appropriation of the tools introduced to them. Unlike those 
students passing on the discourse, these students viewed the adoption of an authoritative 
stance toward literary analysis as an opportunity. Moreover, these students consistently 
brought self-awareness to their writing process—they actively figured out ways to bridge 
the divides between their inclinations in writing and Mr. Campbell’s expectations.  
There were two main ways students manifested this stance in their writing. First, 
some students in this category appropriated the tools introduced to them in new and 
different ways. They used slight variations on the tools in ways that supported the 
purpose of the genre. Second, some students called upon authoritative discourses (i.e., 
concepts from psychology, environmental science, and literary analysis) to frame their 
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literary interpretations. Students attempted to call upon discourses beyond their everyday 
connections to literature in order to take a more authoritative point of view on the novels. 
As such, these students used all that was at their disposal to meet the expectations of the 
genre.  
In the following section, I explain the ways in which one focal student, Kianna, 
made the discourse internally persuasive, but first I describe the cultural and social 
contextual factors surrounding her development as a writer. 
Cultural, Social, and Historical Context for Understanding Kianna as a Writer 
When Kianna spoke up in class, it was hard to miss her full, thick voice. Probing 
and intellectual, she mused in literature discussions about characters’ motives and 
inquired about thematic connections across texts. Possessing a number of eclectic 
interests (like watching Korean dramas on YouTube) she admitted that sometimes, 
“people have a hard time understanding me . . . I’m not a clear-cut person” (Interview 3). 
Though at times, her English teacher complained of her repetitive and sometimes lengthy 
contributions, she praised Kianna for her insight and curiosity. Indeed, Kianna celebrated 
these opportunities to participate in critical discussions and looked forward to more of 
these opportunities in high school.  
Kianna had gotten the idea to attend independent high school from watching her 
older sister do so, and after attending a summer enrichment program at a boarding high 
school herself, it became what she wanted, too. Kianna spoke of her goal as if she was a 
spy accomplishing a mission:  
Once [the spy] opened [the message], he had to complete the mission. It’s like 
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that, I’ve already opened it, I’ve already seen … what the world can offer. I can’t 
close it, I can’t forget about it. (Interview 1) 
Having not gained admission to any schools after applying in eighth grade, Kianna was 
disappointed, and she viewed her attendance at Hilltop as an additional but necessary step 
toward achieving her goal. She aspired to one day be an “Ambassador for America in 
Korea” or “own a line of hospitals” (Interview 3).  
Early in the year, Kianna developed a sense of what she had been missing in her 
previous school experience, and that propelled her to take advantage of what Hilltop had 
to offer. She elaborated on the different learning experiences between her previous school 
(an urban charter middle school) and Hilltop:  
This year, we’re learnin’ different stuff, my mind is blown by the stuff we’re 
learnin’. I was like, “Analytical [writing]?” […] I’ve never heard that before. 
We’re learning so many new things. I felt like my teacher who taught English [at 
the previous charter school] … was teaching us a lot. […] I thought she was 
teaching us everything, like everything. I feel cheated, I feel like why did I even 
waste my time on it? I felt like I worried myself, worried myself about getting the 
work done. When I think about it, she wasn’t even teaching me that much. 
(Interview 1) 
Kianna put her previous school experience into perspective after having been exposed to 
the work at Hilltop. 
Relatedly, Kianna wrestled with what it meant to do things for reasons beyond 
earning the external approval of others. Indeed, completing work to earn high grades 
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motivated Kianna to work hard. At her previous school, she said she had grown 
accustomed to doing work to meet the teachers’ expectations, not her own. She observed, 
“I don’t think ever in my time at [public charter school], I ever did anything for myself” 
(Interview 1). Once at Hilltop, she began to focus of the intrinsic value of hard work. She 
enjoyed the opportunity to develop her opinions and grow her knowledge about the 
world. She said, “I’m trying to get my homework done, not for the teacher. I’m doin’ it 
all for myself.” In the same breath, however, she talked about the frustration of 
sometimes not getting high grades, and her teachers, too, noted that she was highly 
motivated by grades. Clearly, working for herself and others were important to her.  
Nowhere was this tension more clear than in a story Mr. Campbell shared about 
Kianna’s applications to high school—particularly, the differences in essays between the 
first and second times she applied. A common essay application question asked students 
to describe a song important to them that showcased some aspect of who they were. 
When she had applied to high schools the year before her tenure at Hilltop, Mr. Campbell 
noted she had answered this question by discussing the song “Imagine” by the Beatles 
because “that was what she thought the interviewers would want to hear” (Interview 3). 
This time around, she chose to write about a Korean pop song (from the genre “Kpop”) 
because that more authentically represented her tastes. Mr. Campbell considered the 
possible reasons for her decision-making across the two application essays: 
She picked the most clichéd song you could pick to write that. She has all the 
other stuff in her but then she’s at this point where she’s thinking, “Oh yeah they 
want to know I like ‘Imagine’ by the Beatles.” … so there’s this whole other 
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interesting identity that she chooses not to tell the story of. (Interview 3) 
Kianna was learning that being herself was actually more interesting to others than trying 
to be who she thought others would want from her. She articulated as much, saying, “I’m 
now more confident to share my ideas, and write my ideas, and be able to explain myself 
more than I’ve been able to before” (Interview 3). 
Kianna identified as African-American, and while she spoke openly of her 
interests, goals, and beliefs, she rarely referenced her cultural background. She spoke of it 
in terms of the role her race could play in her and her classmates’ experiences at the elite, 
boarding high schools they aspired to attend. Given that few students of color attended 
those schools, Kianna anticipated that it would be a different experience than at Hilltop 
where her classmates were all students of color. She explained, “We know there’s gonna’ 
be hard times, where sometimes certain things are gonna’ be a little awkward. Because 
we’re—all of us here look like each other. We’re, ‘Yeah, it’s not gonna be like this at all 
next year.’” Kianna anticipated experiencing some “awkward” and “hard” times in high 
school because of differences in racial background. By sharing only this one example, I 
do not mean to imply that Kianna was not thinking through issues of her cultural identity 
in other ways, I am just reporting on the factors I witnessed surrounding Kianna’s 
experience in this classroom context.  
Making Mr. Campbell’s Discourse on Deep Interpretations Internally Persuasive 
Kianna actively merged her previous assumptions and beliefs about writing with 
those the discourse introduced to her. Over the course of the unit, Kianna focused more 
and more on crafting literary interpretations that met Mr. Campbell’s expectations of 
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insightfulness and originality. This was something Kianna had not previously been asked 
to do in writing classes, as she had spent much of those classes preparing to write for 
standardized testing situations. Similar to Abraham, Kianna was highly motivated to 
learn to write in the ways Mr. Campbell discussed, but unlike Abraham, Kianna 
possessed more fluency and control over written language, as well as a deeper 
understanding of what Mr. Campbell meant by original and insightful thesis statements. 
As such, Kianna did not just want to make a literary interpretation that took a point of 
view on the novel, she wanted to take a point of view that no one had thought about 
before. On the one hand, Kianna’s attempts to meet this expectation yielded strong 
interpretations reflective of original thinking. On the other hand, her focus in this area 
complicated the clarity of her arguments—particularly, that of her topic sentences (as 
clarity was defined this context). In the following sections, I present a full explication of 
essays one and three because those essays reveal two different ways Kianna made the 
discourse internally persuasive. While Katarina assumed a less authoritative stance in the 
second essay, I did not fully explicate it because other data revealed that this shift was not 
indicative of a change in position toward the discourse (see Tables 26 and 27). 
“Fired up” to make original interpretation in essay on Of Mice and Men. In 
her first essay on Of Mice and Men, Kianna actively reconciled Mr. Campbell’s 
expectations with her own by maintaining an authoritative stance and focusing on the 
originality and insightfulness of her main interpretation. Her main interpretation argued 
that Steinbeck had developed the minor characters in such a way that the novel could be 
viewed as a series of short stories. In describing the thesis of this essay, she reflected, “I 
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thought that was interesting, cuz’ not a lot of people thought like that” (Interview 2) and 
that she had looked forward to seeing whether or not her peers would agree with her point 
of view. Mr. Campbell concurred by observing that Kianna had “a really original thesis 
statement” and had noticed how “she . . . got . . . fired up and really wanted to prove 
something . . . interesting about the book” (Interview 2). From the beginning of the unit, 
Kianna deliberately focused on the aspect of expectations that discussed the crafting of an 
insightful and original statement—something other students had not.  
Kianna’s authoritative stance was evident from the opening lines of her essay, as 
she used the introductory paragraph to speculate about the connections between 
Steinbeck’s motives and consequent rhetorical choices:  
John Steinbeck wrote the captivating novella Of Mice and Men in 1937. Even 
though Of Mice and Men was very short, it was packed with many stories and 
characters. Since Steinbeck wrote Of Mice and Men with the intention of it being 
turned into a play, the actions of the characters are very descriptive. With the 
help of the plethora of details, the reader is able to have insight into the minor 
characters. When reading Of Mice and Men, it becomes obvious that this is a 
book of short stories about the minor characters. All the chapters are a window 
into these lesser characters’ lives. Minor characters become more than 
antagonist; they become humanized. (Introductory paragraph of Kianna’s essay 
on Of Mice and Men) 
She wrote that Steinbeck had written Of Mice and Men “with the intention of it being 
turned into a play,” and because of this, he provided detailed descriptions that lent 
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“insight into the minor characters.” Kianna used this knowledge of Steinbeck to provide 
rationale for her main interpretation: because of Steinbeck’s unique attention to minor 
characters, “the minor characters become more than antagonist [stet.]; they become 
humanized.” Her essay, then, set out to argue how the minor characters were as fully 
developed as the main characters. 
 Kianna’s thesis statement qualified as an interpretation in this context because she 
took a point of view on the author’s choices. Her statement was not a strong 
interpretation because she did not argue for why he may have done this (i.e., what 
message or meaning was Steinbeck communicating by humanizing the minor 
characters?). Furthermore, her statement suggested development into three body 
paragraphs, as the body paragraphs would seemingly each argue for how each of three 
minor characters were humanized. Finally, the statement lacked some clarity because it 
was unclear how the reference to antagonists connected to the claim about humanizing 
the minor characters. Could she be suggesting that minor characters typically play an 
antagonistic role (or perhaps, other functional roles in the narrative), but in this novel, 
their role extended beyond these definitions? It was unclear, and this had consequences 
for the extent to which her topic sentences could be supportive of her main argument. 
Kianna carried this understanding through much of her essay, but her argument became 
complicated in her sub-claims. 
Topic sentences and body paragraphs were somewhat analytical. Because 
aspects of her main interpretation were unclear, there was some confusion about how the 
topic sentences were supporting the main argument. That being said, two of Kianna’s 
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topic sentences described how Steinbeck created two characters (Crooks and Curley’s 
wife) and articulated that there was more than meets the eye. Topic sentences from the 
first to third body paragraphs are included below: 
• “Being a Negro stable buck, Crook’s part in Of Mice and Men should have been 
the most overlooked part of all.” 
• “When first introduced to Slim, it would seem that he would be a very stern and 
intimidating guy.” 
• “In the most unbelievable fashion the reader witness Curley’s wife shed her image 
as the ranch’s tart and become an actual person.” 
The topic sentence of the first body paragraph was somewhat analytical because it 
articulated the ways in which the minor character of Crooks could have been overlooked 
by Steinbeck but was not. The sentence communicated how that character was minor but 
the sentence did not articulate how Crooks was humanized. Similarly, in the third body 
paragraph, she claimed that Curley’s wife was not just a tart but an “actual person.” 
Kianna used the second topic sentence to enter the conversation about Slim, rather than 
analyze how Slim was humanized as a minor character.  
Kianna carried her awareness of author’s craft throughout the first two body 
paragraphs of her essay. She referenced Steinbeck to support her argument that he 
humanized the minor characters. In the first body paragraph, for example, she referenced 
Steinbeck’s decision “to dedicate a whole chapter to the isolated Crooks” and later in 
that paragraph, she explained, “Steinbeck wrote about Crooks to show that even the 
characters that seem unimportant have the most interesting lives.”  
  
282
She also invoked Steinbeck’s decision-making once more in the second body paragraph. 
While Kianna’s execution was developing (i.e., she needed to elaborate on how 
Steinbeck humanized Crooks and other minor characters), it was clear that she had 
attempted to maintain an authoritative stance through her essay. Unlike Katarina, 
Kianna’s predominant stance privileged an authoritative stance toward the discourse over 
an everyday stance. Furthermore, Kianna’s references to author’s craft extended beyond 
the wording of her interpretations. Unlike Abraham, Kianna understood early on that the 
features of the literary analysis essay were connected to the larger rhetorical goals of the 
genre.  
Used tools in a variety of ways. Kianna used the tools in a way that was not 
ventriloquating through the discourse but attempting to make it internally persuasive 
Accordingly, she did appropriate the tools with the one-to-one correspondence like 
Abraham did. She used minor variations of the tools—the how/why sentence frame and 
unconventional/conventional technique—in order to meet her goals for the writing of this 
essay. 
Employed variations on how/why sentence frame. First, Kianna did not use the 
exact sentence frame introduced to the class, but a suitable replacement that conferred the 
understanding behind the frame. She used the following variations on the frame at 
multiple points in her essay: 
• Steinbeck decided to dedicate a whole chapter to the isolated Crooks. Steinbeck 
wrote about Crooks to show that even the characters that seem unimportant have 
the most interesting lives (bold added for emphasis). 
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• Steinbeck got rid of all the speculations with the deep talk between Slim and 
George. This opened up a whole new way of viewing Slim from seeing him as 
aggressive to viewing him as welcoming (bold added for emphasis). 
Different from Abraham, these variations implicated understanding of the beliefs and 
values of the genre. They demonstrated that Kianna understood that authors make choices 
to communicate ideas. Moreover, she adapted the frame to meet her rhetorical goals at 
different places in her argument (e.g., articulation of topic sentence and explanations of 
evidence). This indicated that she was not ventriloquating through the discourse but 
attempting to make it internally persuasive.  
Employed unconventional/conventional technique with strong contrast. Second, 
Kianna appropriated the unconventional/conventional technique, but unlike Abraham’s 
first essay, Kianna appropriated the intention behind the technique. Recall that the 
technique set up a contrast between typical (or surface) interpretations and alternative (or 
deeper) interpretations in order to make the reader see the story in a new and different 
way. Kianna invoked the technique during the restatement of her thesis in the concluding 
paragraph:  
On the surface of the novel it may seem that there are many supportive characters 
who take part in George and Lennie’s story. However, that these supportive 
characters are the ones who actually are the story. These characters teach many 
lessons like loneliness can kill, never to judge a book by its cover, and that not 
everybody is the same. Could Of Mice and Men be told without these characters? 
These characters create more of an impact than George and Lennie. Without the 
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few pages where the reader is given a synopsis on Curley’s wife, Crooks, and 
Slim, the reader wouldn’t have known or gained the understanding that the 
reader have now. These characters either helped, created trouble, or confused 
Lennie and George. Of course they aren’t protagonist because they don’t really 
change throughout the book. But the readers views of them shift and they slowly 
became new characters. (Concluding paragraph of Kianna’s essay on Of Mice 
and Men) 
She used the technique to articulate a compelling contrast (“On the surface of the novel 
it may seem that there are many supportive characters who take part in George and 
Lennie’s story. However, that [stet.] these supportive characters are the ones who 
actually are the story.”). In the remaining sentences of her concluding paragraph, she 
elaborated further that these minor characters “are actually more significant to the story 
than the main characters George and Lennie,” they “teach many lessons” and without 
them, “the reader wouldn’t have known or gained the understanding that the reader have 
[stet.] now.” In other words, Kianna claimed that these characters who seemed minor 
were actually more significant to the novel than the main characters. This was a claim no 
one else in the class had made and so, it had the potential to catch the reader’s attention in 
the ways that Mr. Campbell had described when he introduced the technique. That being 
said, it was not a claim that Kianna had systematically argued in her essay. As such, the 
intention was there but her execution was developing.  
Kianna was similar to Abraham in that she was motivated to take up the discourse 
on literary analysis, but she differed from him in that she possessed more of the 
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knowledge to support her use of the tools. While Katarina passed on adopting an 
authoritative stance in most of her essays, Kianna embraced the authoritative stance. 
Further, there was some evidence that she had internalized some of the values, beliefs, 
and goals behind the tools. Kianna had adopted an authoritative stance in her first essay 
by focusing on making an original or insightful literary interpretation. While the pieces 
were there for Kianna, she did not always work them together in ways that made for a 
clear argument. 
 Everyday stance in essay on To Kill a Mockingbird reflective of Kianna’s life 
circumstances.  In the second essay, Kianna took a more everyday point of view on the 
characters. Her thesis statement (“Quickly the image of their [Jem’s and Scout’s] perfect 
world fades and the harsh reality surfaces, forcing them to adapt to disheartening 
situations they never thought they would. Yet, only the keen would be able to see when 
they made these gradual transitions”) made an interpretation of how Atticus’ activism 
may have accelerated Jem’s and Scout’s maturation from adolescents to adults. This 
qualified as a basic interpretation in this context because she did not explain why the 
author may have written characters in this way (i.e., what larger comment might have Lee 
been making about the coming of age process?). As such, this literary interpretation did 
not reflect an authoritative stance. However, Kianna did not pass on taking an 
authoritative stance in the ways that Katarina preferred. Mr. Campbell noted that around 
the time of writing this essay, Kianna had been facing some distractions in her home life, 
and he observed that she had not devoted the time and energy she had previously devoted 
to working out the ideas of her thesis statements. This second essay was less a reflection 
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of her assuming a different stance toward the discourse and more of a function of a 
particular circumstance.  
Attempts to craft original interpretations interfered with clear development 
in essay on The Bluest Eye. Kianna continued to focus on the originality and 
insightfulness of her literary interpretations in the third essay. In her second essay on To 
Kill a Mockingbird, however, she took a more everyday stance in her interpretation while 
in her third essay on The Bluest Eye, she attempted to play with the discourse 
expectations of insightfulness and originality by doing something beyond what the 
teacher had introduced as a possibility. 
Taking risks to be original in interpretation. In her third essay, Kianna again 
prioritized making an original or insightful interpretation, but she did so in a way that the 
teacher had not introduced. Mr. Campbell pushed students to consider why or how the 
author crafted a story in a particular way, and in her first essay, Kianna had attempted to 
do this when she had speculated about Steinbeck’s use of minor characters. In her third 
essay on The Bluest Eye, Kianna attended to the expectations of originality and 
insightfulness but did so in a way that went beyond what the teacher had introduced as a 
possibility: she applied a framework from environmental science as a lens through which 
to analyze character relationships in the novel.  
Kianna crafted an interpretation that was original and insightful by using a 
framework from another discourse. She used the lens in order to see the characters with a 
fresh perspective, but it was not evident that the use of the framework supported her 
taking of an authoritative stance toward literature. Kianna’s thesis statement asserted, 
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“Couples in The Bluest Eye simulate relations within an ecocsystems [stet.]” and those 
relationships “help the characters deal with the harsh world around them and give them 
power.” The topic sentences of the essay went on to argue that characters represented 
parasitic, commensalistic, and mutualistic relationships. This claim had the potential to 
make some larger commentary about the role relationships play in the balance of the 
human ecosystem. As such, Kianna actively merged Mr. Campbell’s expectations with 
her own by taking a risk to incorporate a lens from another discipline. In the body 
paragraphs, however, Kianna described (rather than analyzed the meanings of) the 
relationships. 
Topic sentences did not provide analytic support for the main interpretation. 
The topic sentences were descriptive and did not provide analytic support for the main 
interpretation. Kianna described relationships in the first two body paragraphs, not as 
between two characters, but as between characters and objects or activities. For example, 
she argued that Cholly and alcohol had a parasitic relationship where one party benefits, 
and the other is harmed. Her explanation focused on how Cholly was harmed by his 
relationship with alcohol. Based on the framework, however, that would then mean that 
alcohol benefitted from Cholly’s abuse, but because alcohol is an inanimate object, the 
logic did not track. She did the same in the second paragraph by describing the 
commensalistic relationship (one benefits; the other neutral) between Polly and 
organization. Kianna argued that Polly benefitted from organization by gaining control 
over her life, but again, organization did not derive anything from this relationship 
because it is an inanimate activity. While she used the framework in ways that did not 
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clearly support those two points, she used it to support the interpretation in her third 
paragraph. There, she argued that Claudia and Frieda engaged in a mutualistic 
relationship (both parties benefit). Their friendship allowed both of them to overcome 
self-hatred imposed by societal expectations and “accept themselves for who they are.”  
Kianna had attempted to do something original by invoking a framework from 
another discipline to better understand the dynamics between the characters of the novel, 
but the topic sentences did not align with Mr. Campbell’s expectations. As a result, 
Kianna did not earn a particularly high grade for the essay on The Bluest Eye—something 
that was important to Kianna. Rather than let it keep her down, however, she situated this 
observation within her long-term development. She acknowledged that she had time in 
her educational career to develop her analytical writing. At this point, however, she 
valued the opportunity to challenge others, through her writing, to see the story in new 
and different ways:  
Yeah, I didn’t [make] that amazing grade on it, but I feel like I really wracked my 
brain for an interesting thing cuz’ it makes people like, “What? The ecosystem? 
How is this connected to the ecosystem?” . . . If you’re writing an analytical 
essay, the person has already read the book. It’s like you need to take your own 
new spin on what you think the book is actually about and not what they already 
know (Interview 2).  
Kianna qualified her description of her lackluster grade by describing that she succeeded 
in getting her reader to think differently about the book. Beyond writing for herself, (as 
Katarina had done), Kianna was thinking deeply about the anticipated reactions of the 
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reader.  
Overall, Kianna actively merged the expectation of originality and insightfulness 
with her previous ideas of what literary analysis was. In the first and third essays, she had 
not fully worked out the complexity of her arguments in a way that was clear, but she was 
attempting to think critically about literature and make interpretations in new and 
different ways. As such, Kianna’s predominant stance throughout the unit was one of 
making the discourse internally persuasive, or actively merging who she was as a writer 
with whom Mr. Campbell’s expectations asked her to become. Different from Abraham, 
she had more developed ideas of the beliefs, values, and goals of the genre, such that her 
use of tools was supported. And unlike Katarina, she embraced the opportunity to take a 
more authoritative stance toward literature and communicating her perspectives to other 
readers. 
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Table 26.  
Kianna’s Thesis Statements Throughout the Analytical Writing Unit 
 OMM TKM  TBE 
 
 
 
 
 
Thesis 
Statements 
“When reading Of 
Mice and Men, it 
becomes obvious that 
this is a book of short 
stories about the minor 
characters. All the 
chapters are a window 
into these lesser 
characters’ lives. Minor 
characters become 
more than antagonist; 
they become 
humanized.” 
“Quickly the image of 
their [Jem’s and 
Scout’s] perfect world 
fades and the harsh 
reality surfaces, 
forcing them to adapt 
to disheartening 
situations they never 
thought they would. 
Yet, only the keen 
would be able to see 
when they made these 
gradual transitions.” 
“Couples in The 
Bluest Eye simulate 
relations within an 
ecocsystems. 
Throughout The 
Bluest Eye by Toni 
Morrison, couples 
form to help the 
characters deal with 
the harsh world 
around them and 
give them power.” 
 
Table 27.  
Kianna’s Development as an Analytical Writer 
  
OMM 
 
TKM 
 
TBE 
Degree of Interpretation 2—Basic 
interpretation 
2—Basic 
interpretation 
3—Strong 
interpretation 
 
Content 
Author’s 
Moves-
Characters 
Characters Characters 
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Viewed Making Original Interpretations as Key to Successful Future 
Kianna adopted this stance of actively merging who she was as a writer with what 
the genre demanded from her in the context of two important understandings. First, she 
connected succeeding on this task to accomplishing her life goal of attending an 
independent school. Second, Kianna saw the analytical essay (in the ways Mr. Campbell 
taught it) as an opportunity to do something in writing she had never had the chance to 
do: make an original and insightful argument about a piece of literature.  
Equated success on analytical essay with success at independent school. 
Kianna articulated that learning how to write a literary analysis essay would grant her 
access to independent schools. She expressed certainty that what she was learning in this 
context would serve her in the future: 
This is how you’re gonna write forever and ever, so it’s not just for—this is how 
you write at Hilltop, this is how you write here, this is how you write there. It’s 
how you write for life. If you don’t include these, then you’re just gonna have bad 
writing. What he’s trying to teach us is to have great writing for life (Interview 2).  
She reasoned that it was worth the temporary discomfort of getting feedback because 
these were writing skills she would carry with her into future contexts. Kianna’s 
development was not all a result of internal motivation, however. She still highly valued 
external approval, and at the beginning of the unit, she expressed frustration in “getting 
used to the way [Mr. Campbell] wants [her] to write” (Interview 1). Over time, though, 
her stance of actively merging allowed her to turn her frustrations into opportunities. She 
noted that the pain of getting a bad grade lessened for her because her mindset had 
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changed. Receiving the teacher’s feedback was no longer an indication of failure but an 
opportunity to refine her message for the reader. Kianna connected comments from the 
teacher to the potential impact on the reader (e.g., “If you don’t have a hook sentence, 
how are you gonna’ get the person to read it?”; Interview 2). As the year went on, Kianna 
showed some softening of her preoccupation with the teacher’s expectations and 
reconciled them with the goals she has set for herself.  
Analytical writing as opportunity to communicate original thoughts. Second, 
the rhetorical goal of the genre aligned with her valuing of independent thinking. Kianna 
reveled in the opportunity to “write [her] own stuff” and let her “mind [go] free” 
(Interview 1)—something she had always wanted to do but not something she had been 
invited to do in other English classrooms. Rather than respond to a predetermined prompt 
(as she had explained having done in classes at her previous school), Kianna got to decide 
on her way in to analyzing a novel (“It’s really personal because only you saw the book 
this way and only you could actually describe how you saw the book this way”; Interview 
2).  
Kianna even went a step further and tied the importance of thinking independently 
in an essay to taking initiative in daily life, “If you’re just waiting for someone to tell you 
what to do next—then it’s just—how are you supposed to get things done?” (Interview 
3). In sum, Kianna appreciated the opportunity to develop her own opinions on literature 
and argue for them in an essay. She felt empowered by the opportunity and expressed that 
it was preparing her to think independently in other aspects of her life.  
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Conclusions Across Student Cases 
The three different stances students took up toward the discourse of this 
classroom reflected students’ varying levels of fluency with and understandings of Mr. 
Campbell’s discourse on literary interpretations, as well as the cultural, social, and 
historical factors contributing to their experiences as writers.  
Students like Abraham, for example, were likely to try on the discourse features, 
but their understandings of the genre were emerging and so their deployment of tools 
lagged behind their understandings. Students like Katarina, on the other hand, were less 
likely to do so because they possessed values and beliefs that were in conflict with what 
was being demanded of them and so, at times, they passed on attending to the more 
authoritative features of the discourse. Other students—like Kianna—were actively 
merging their goals with those the discourse demanded from them. These findings 
complicate contemporary understandings of writing development and reveal how the 
internalization of a new writing genre is highly variable and deeply personal.  
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CHAPTER SEVEN: DISCUSSION AND IMPLICATIONS 
By the end of the analytical writing unit, all students demonstrated the ability to 
develop and support a personal interpretation of literature. The pathway of development 
was not linear, and students encountered roadblocks, but after Mr. Campbell’s 
deployment of mediators (Vygotsky, 1978), all students moved beyond those struggles to 
compose basic literary interpretations and support those with analytical topic sentences 
on at least one essay. To meet Mr. Campbell’s other expectations of depth, insightfulness 
and originality, students increasingly called upon accessible discourses (Bakhtin, 1981), 
but few were able to do so in clear ways.  
In the first section of this chapter, I explain that meeting Mr. Campbell’s 
expectations of composing a basic interpretation may be understood by examining (a) the 
flexibility of topic, which afforded students the opportunity to develop meaningful 
connections to an unfamiliar discourse; (b) the role of the classroom community, which 
functioned as an authentic and supportive audience for students’ work in progress; and 
(c) the requirement to plan, which reinforced the understandings students developed 
during the workshop.  
In the second section, I explain that the students’ difficulties to meet Mr. 
Campbell’s requests for deeper interpretive statements may be understood by examining 
(a) Mr. Campbell’s use of heuristics, which conferred expectations that exceeded 
students’ potential levels of development (i.e., zone of proximal development; Vygotsky, 
1978) at that particular point in time; and (b) the static nature of Mr. Campbell’s 
discourse on developing interpretative statements, which left little room for students to 
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negotiate their own stances toward the discourse. I suggest that Mr. Campbell expected 
students to adapt to the discourse of his classroom instead of granting students the 
flexibility to modify the discourse to meet their communicative needs.  
In the final section, I point to several theoretical, empirical, and instructional 
implications that have emerged from these findings.  
Rationale for Uptake of First Three Features on Literary Interpretations 
By the end of analytical writing unit, all students had met Mr. Campbell’s 
expectations of composing a basic interpretation of literature because Mr. Campbell 
introduced mediators that effectively moved students beyond their points of struggle 
(Vygotsky, 1978). Mainly, the thesis statement workshop, combined with two planning 
tools (i.e., the list of quotes and outline), supported students’ composition of clear 
interpretative statements supportive of development. 
Flexibility of Topic Afforded Students the Opportunity to Develop Meaningful 
Connections to an Unfamiliar Discourse 
When students interacted with each other around the discourse of literary 
interpretations using student-centered topics as starting points, they built meaningful 
understandings of an unfamiliar discourse. Mr. Campbell advised students to build 
interpretations based on their “own annotations” (Field Notes, 10/3/14) of the novel, and 
he employed task sheets to support this notion. The task sheet listed between seven and 
ten suggested topics, but Mr. Campbell preferred that students use their own observations 
to generate a thesis statement. He leveraged what students already knew and cared about 
(i.e., observations of characters’ experiences) in the service of learning a new academic 
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skill (i.e., making and supporting an interpretative statement).  
Previous research indicates that, too often, students experience in-school writing 
tasks as far removed from their interests and values (Moje et al., 2008). For most 
students, but particularly for culturally diverse students, completing a writing task like the 
analytical essay to strict expectations is not only a negotiation of discourse patterns and 
behaviors but also a negotiation of one’s identity, or sense of self (Bakhtin, 1981; Gee, 
1996). Previous work indicates that students need to be explicitly taught the features of 
the genre but in ways that do not dismiss students’ cultural and linguistic backgrounds 
(Delpit, 1995). This study demonstrates that one way to account for diverse profiles 
during the learning of an academic discourse is to encourage students to compose 
analytical essays on topics that are meaningful to them. In Mr. Campbell’s class, students 
were beginning to develop the skills and identities of academic writers, and it was 
through topics that had piqued their interest. That being said, Delpit (1995) also 
emphasizes the importance of inviting students to question and critique features of 
academic discourses. Mr. Campbell did not invite that kind of critique, so in that sense, 
his instruction was not consistent with the kind of instruction called for by Delpit. 
Classroom Community as Authentic Audience: Thesis Statement Workshop Provided 
Interactive Context That Supported Students’ Understandings of Clear and Well-
Supported Interpretive Statements 
I argue that it was the authentic, interactive, and repetitive nature of the thesis 
statement workshops that enabled students to develop and internalize the most important 
criteria points of an effective thesis statement in this instructional context (i.e., the 
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features of literary interpretations as multiple and personal, as well as argumentative, 
well-supported, and clear). During the course of the thesis statement workshops, students 
listened to between five and eight different interpretations of the novels they all had read. 
By virtue of simply listening to peers read their thesis statements aloud to the class, 
students came to see how one novel could be interpreted in a number of different ways. 
Furthermore, students communicated that crafting a successful thesis statement was about 
tapping into their “perspective[s]” (Abraham, Interview 2) on the novel, accessing what 
“sticks out to them,” (Luiz, Interview 1) and taking a stance on what “they thought the 
book represented” (Maya, Interview 1). The thesis statement workshop reinforced an 
aspect of literary reasoning Mr. Campbell had conveyed: there was not one, correct way 
but many, valid ways to interpret a piece of literature.  
The thesis statement workshop also provided students presenting their thesis 
statements an authentic venue to see if their statements indeed “spark[ed] an argument” 
(Tiffany, Audio Recording, 1/26/15). An argument occurs when more than one viewpoint 
is presented on a topic—without multiple viewpoints, there would not be enough grist for 
debate and discussion. The thesis statement workshop provided that grist. It was a space 
for students to determine if, when they presented their viewpoints, others provided 
different, opposing viewpoints. Students began to anticipate the voices of their peers 
when composing thesis statements. Kianna, Maya, and others spoke of looking forward 
to their classmates’ responses to their thesis statements. Situating analytical writing as a 
social process, the thesis statement workshop provided real stakes for Mr. Campbell’s 
expectation that students compose argumentative statements. Graff and Birkenstein 
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(2014) assert that this approach is necessary but rare in contexts that teach academic 
writing:  
The best academic writing has one underlying feature: it is deeply engaged in 
some way with other people’s views. Too often, however, academic writing is 
taught as a process of saying “true” or “smart” things in a vacuum, as if it were 
possible to argue effectively without being in a conversation with someone else. 
(p. 3) 
Indeed, recent research on the teaching of literary analysis indicates that inquiry and 
discussion are important elements to developing literary interpretations (Rainey, 2017). 
As such, this study builds upon that work by demonstrating how an English classroom 
may foster discussion during the analytical writing process. I propose the thesis statement 
workshop as an effective tool for engaging students in this kind of socially-situated 
inquiry. 
Furthermore, it was the students that made a lot of the insightful comments that 
pushed thinking in these workshops. Mr. Campbell turned much of the inquiry over to the 
students, which enabled students to wrestle with ideas. He followed up with targeted 
feedback and questions, but he rarely supplied students with answers. As such, students’ 
participation as both the givers and receivers of feedback during thesis statement 
workshops enabled them to internalize their understandings for what was meant by clear, 
interpretative statements supportive of development into three body paragraphs. 
Feedback during thesis statement workshops exposed the presenting students to the ways 
their writing and reasoning landed on the ears of the classroom community. Mr. 
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Campbell and students mirrored back to the presenters the vagueness of particular 
phrases or the limiting scope of thesis statements, and the presenting students had to 
defend and/or clarify their ideas. For example, when Kianna and Cyrus expressed 
confusion over what Anita meant by her thesis statement for the essay on Of Mice and 
Men, Anita supplied her rationale. In that moment, Anita was prompted to think more 
deeply about the argument she was making and how she was communicating it. As a 
result, Anita extended her thinking on the argument and articulated the statement in a 
clearer way in the next draft. The “external or communicative speech” provided a 
template of thought processes (i.e., “inner speech”) that students could engage the next 
time they were composing a thesis statement on their own (Vygotsky, 1978, p. 57).  
Moreover, the givers of feedback frequently called upon Mr. Campbell’s language 
to respond to others, which further supported their understandings of the discourse. For 
example, later in the exchange about Anita’s thesis statement, Sula questioned Anita (i.e., 
asking her how and why questions) in the same way Campbell had questioned Sula days 
earlier. The thesis statement workshop provided Sula an opportunity to apply to another’s 
statement what she had learned from Mr. Campbell (i.e., pushing observations about 
characters toward the meanings of those observations). The three thesis statement 
workshops provided students with a shared repertoire (i.e., common vocabulary, 
resources, and expectations) that the classroom community came back to again and again 
during the three months they developed as analytical writers. 
Beyond items to check off on a checklist, the giving and receiving of feedback 
during thesis statement workshops deepened students’ understandings of several features 
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of the discourse—particularly, what it meant to compose a clear, interpretative statement 
that could support development into a full essay. I argue that it was the authentic, 
interactive, and repetitive nature of the workshops that enabled students to develop and 
internalize these three criteria points of an effective thesis statement.  
Finally, this study provides empirical support for Magnifico’s (2010) theory that 
the classroom writing community can function as an authentic audience. As Magnifico 
(2010) argues, “[Novices] must take up the norms of communication and interaction as 
their own, mastering how the community understands and uses particular skills and 
particular forms in particular situations” (p. 173). The thesis statement workshop 
provided students multiple “situations” (i.e., discussions of interpretive statements for 
each novel) to apply the “forms” of the classroom discourse (i.e., arguability, clarity, and 
textual support). The opportunities to repeatedly interact for authentic purposes moved 
novice analytical writers to take up these features as their own.  
Requirement to Plan Reinforced the Understandings Students Developed During the 
Workshop 
Two planning tools (i.e., the list of quotes and outline) further reinforced the 
learning that emerged from the thesis statement workshop. Recall that prior to the second 
essay, Mr. Campbell required students to make a list of 10 quotes from the novels that 
they might incorporate into their essays. He communicated to students that if they could 
each identify at least 10 pieces of evidence to support their main interpretation, they had 
enough to merit the writing of an entire analytical essay. In addition to the list of quotes, 
Mr. Campbell also required that students complete an outline, including the following 
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elements: a thesis, the topic sentences (“mini thesis statements”) for each of the three 
body paragraphs, and the quotes the student ultimately chose to support their arguments 
for the body paragraphs. The success of the thesis statement workshop was contingent 
upon students’ incorporation of feedback into the subsequent drafts of their thesis 
statements, and these planning tools supported that uptake in the second and third 
analytical essays. For the second essay on To Kill a Mockingbird, fewer students wrote 
thesis statements that were not supportive of development into three body paragraphs.  
I argue that this was a function of the three opportunities students had to consider 
the scope of their thesis statements. First, students considered the scope of their thesis 
statements by themselves via their completion of the list of quotes and outline Mr. 
Campbell newly required from students prior to drafting their essays. Second, students 
answered questions on a self-assessment handout, one of which posed, “Does your thesis 
state or suggest three examples or parts of the argument?” Third, students gave and 
received feedback on the scope of statements through the thesis statement workshop. For 
example, the feedback from workshop prompted Tiffany to consider her thesis statement 
in light of the work she had done on the outline. During the workshop, Tiffany realized 
she had not revised the thesis statement to reflect the textual support she had identified on 
the outline (“I cleared up [the support for] my thesis without making sure my thesis [was] 
more clear first”; Audio Recording, 11/3/14). The next draft of her thesis statement 
reflected this understanding. As such, the outline combined with the thesis statement 
workshop contributed to Tiffany’s writing of a thesis statement that was more in line with 
Mr. Campbell’s expectations. As such, the planning tools enabled students to better 
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incorporate the understandings from the thesis statement workshop into their writing.  
Students’ performance on the third essay further supports this assertion. For the 
essays on The Bluest Eye, students received a second opportunity to compose an 
analytical essay with a similar combination of mediators (i.e., thesis statement workshop, 
list of quotes, and outline). (Mr. Campbell did not task students with the completion of a 
self-assessment handout for this essay.) As a result of these supports, all students 
composed thesis statements at least somewhat supportive of development into a full 
essay. Also, 95% of students’ topic sentences were somewhat or fully analytical (up 16% 
from the second essay and up 25% from the first essay) in that the topic sentences did a 
better job of developing the argument, rather than describing the plot. As such, the 
opportunity to refine their understandings of the discourse through the thesis statement 
workshop was a necessary but insufficient condition for students’ application of 
understandings into their writing. The use of two tools (i.e., the list of quotes and outline) 
for the final two essays combined with participation in the thesis statement workshops 
contributed to more students taking up more parts of Mr. Campbell’s discourse in their 
essays. This study confirms findings from other studies that tools alone are not enough 
develop students’ deep and flexible understandings of an academic discourse, and neither 
is discussion, but together they can build from and support each other (Yeh, 1998). The 
next section argues that even these two pieces are not enough.  
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Understanding the Points of Tension That Emerged From Mr. Campbell’s Requests 
to Deepen Literary Interpretations 
Mr. Campbell communicated there was no one “right interpretation” of literature 
(Campbell, Interview 5), but there was a right way to articulate, develop, and support 
one. As the unit ensued, Mr. Campbell’s push for students to consider their 
interpretations in light of additional factors (i.e., author’s craft, literary themes, and 
conventional interpretations of texts) challenged students. While Mr. Campbell 
introduced heuristics (i.e., how/why sentence frame and conventional/unconventional 
sentence pattern) to mediate these requests for deeper thinking, most students did not 
utilize them to craft interpretations in line with Mr. Campbell’s expectations. In the first 
section, I argue that absent a rich, disciplinary context (i.e., Shanahan & Shanahan, 
2008), the heuristics were not enough to move students’ thinking forward. In the second 
section, I further argue that the heuristics privileged an authoritative stance, and that for 
some students, this expectation gave them little room to negotiate their own stances 
toward the discourse.  
Use of Heuristics Conferred Expectations That Exceeded Students’ Potential Levels of 
Development 
Developing deeper, insightful, and original interpretations required conceptual 
knowledge that was not made explicit for students. Mr. Campbell made few references to 
relevant scientific concepts (i.e., the vocabulary, knowledge, and schemata fundamental 
to literary interpretation) associated with the discipline of literary studies, which left too 
large a gap between students’ actual and potential development levels. The heuristics Mr. 
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Campbell introduced provided students structures for analytic thinking, but without the 
language or conceptual knowledge (e.g., ability to identify and analyze metaphorical 
language in a text) to support the articulation of those thoughts, many students were not 
able to craft deep interpretations in line with the expectations. Indeed, Mr. Campbell had 
wondered the same: 
It makes you wonder . . . is the step further in their mind somewhere, and they just 
don’t know how to articulate it yet? Or does giving them the language to do that 
enable them to go even one step beyond where they naturally would be? 
(Interview 3) 
Absent a rich disciplinary context (i.e., Shanahan & Shanahan, 2008), the tools and 
discussion were not enough. Students also needed the language and knowledge of the 
discipline to move students’ literary thinking forward in the ways that Mr. Campbell 
expected. 
Since the discourse of literary analysis itself, as a discipline, was not available to 
students, they drew on the discourses that were available to them to meet Mr. Campbell’s 
expectations of insightfulness and originality. Evidence of this can be seen in the ways 
students pointed to concepts without naming them. As one example, in Cyrus’ essay on 
The Bluest Eye, he discussed the contrasting roles played by characters without naming 
those characters as foils, or in the ways Kianna looked to environmental science for a 
framework to analyze characters’ experiences. Had Cyrus and Kianna been explicitly 
taught literary terms foil or symbolism and given opportunities to practice identifying and 
analyzing them, that knowledge would have provided the structure necessary for the 
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upward growth of their everyday observations of literature (Vygotsky, 1986). Students 
would also have had more ideas and language accessible to them when Mr. Campbell 
pressed them with the questions of how, why, and so what. Had Mr. Campbell introduced 
students to the concept of dramatic irony subsequent to viewing the short film on the 
blind man, for example, students might have been better able to respond to his questions 
about the techniques used by director to convey meaning.  
Furthermore, access to that terminology would have assisted students with 
distilling their interpretive statements into one, clear sentence. As with Abraham and 
others, students appropriated the sentence frames and patterns in ways that interfered 
with the clarity of their ideas. Beck and Jeffrey (2009) have found that crafting a clear, 
concise interpretive statement poses challenges for adolescents. Findings from this study 
support this finding but also point to the importance of making explicit to students the 
disciplinary literacy that could assist them with expressing their ideas more succinctly 
(e.g., Cyrus could have replaced “[characters as] exact opposites” with foil).  
Static Discourse Left Little Room for Students to Negotiate Their Stance Toward Literary 
Analysis 
Points of tension can emerge as students attempt to negotiate their goals, values, 
and beliefs with those the academic discourse demands from them. Mr. Campbell’s 
discourse on literary interpretations remained static throughout the literary analysis unit. 
Although there were shifting emphases on how the students could relate to literary 
analysis depending on how it was being talked about at the time (i.e., more everyday than 
authoritative or more authoritative than everyday), the standard to which the teacher 
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aspired did not change. The added expectations to go deeper required that students rely 
less on their personal connections to literature (i.e., understanding characters more 
deeply) and more on their authoritative connections to literature (i.e., identifying 
structures within the text that affect character development). Some students worked 
within these understandings to develop their analytic writing capabilities in this context, 
but ultimately Mr. Campbell expected them to adapt to the discourse instead of the other 
way around. Students adapted by ventriloquating through the discourse and/or or making 
it internally persuasive (Bakhtin, 1981). For some students, assuming this stance required 
them to deny goals, values, and beliefs that were important to them, and as such, they 
passed on assuming the authoritative stance. Ultimately, students made choices to align 
themselves with particular stances, and those were reflective of cultural, historical, and 
social factors surrounding their ideological becoming as analytical writers (Bakhtin, 
1981).  
Contextual, cultural, and social factors surrounded students’ ideological 
becoming as analytical writers. The three different stances students took up toward the 
discourse of this classroom reflected their varying levels of fluency with and 
understandings of literary analysis, as well as their different inclinations towards the 
values, beliefs, and goals animating those practices. The findings from this study add to 
what we know about the importance of identifying and addressing students’ beliefs about 
the conventions of an academic discourse (Beck, 2009). 
Understanding Abraham’s ventriloquation. First, it is important to situate 
Abraham’s stance of ventriloquating through the discourse within the context of the ways 
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in which he disclosed the specifics of his cultural background. Specifically, his teachers 
did not initially characterize Abraham as an English Language Learner. When it came to 
assessing him as a student, they attributed his reticence in class discussions to his quiet 
and shy personality and at other times, to his “ignorance” or possibly having a “speech 
impediment” (Mr. Campbell, Interview 4). After receiving the information about his 
background during his graduation speech, Mr. Campbell reframed his understanding of 
Abraham’s performance in his class. Up until that point, Abraham had retained some 
ownership over how others perceived him. The graduation speech was an act of agency, 
as he chose the time and place to reveal this information about himself.  
Abraham’s use of the tools stimulated him to treat his analysis of literature with 
more distance. Wertsch (1991) asserts that a writer may ventriloquate in an attempt to 
position him or herself in a social or institutional interaction in a particular way. As such, 
students like Abraham may have been appropriating aspects of the discourse in order to 
position themselves as successful analytical writers. After all, becoming a successful 
analytical writer was part of the currency for meeting the expressed goal of Hilltop: 
admission to independent high schools. 
Abraham also clearly articulated wanting to learn how to express himself better, 
and writing became an important outlet for that goal. As one who was becoming more 
comfortable speaking and writing in English, he wished to communicate his thoughts, 
and writing them in essays was easier for him than speaking them aloud in discussions. 
He repeatedly identified writing as a way to express himself. He said that writing, for 
him, was a “different way to communicate … like you’re talking to a person that’s 
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reading … somethin’ that you wrote” (Interview 1). Abraham characterized the writing of 
an essay as an exchange of information between the writer and reader, much like a 
conversation is an exchange between two speakers. Writing, however, afforded him the 
time and space to recruit the words, put them together into a message, and refine that 
message until he had said what he wanted to say. Indeed, Abraham said that he valued 
having writing skills in order “to back up some of the things that you can say out loud to 
people.” Because speaking on the spot was difficult for him, it was important to Abraham 
to communicate in another form, and for him, that form was writing. Writing a literary 
analysis essay in the ways that Mr. Campbell asked provided him one step towards his 
goal: he could say in an essay what he wished he could say out loud in discussions. 
Understanding Katarina’s passing on the discourse. Katarina, on the other hand, 
passed on the authoritative features throughout the unit. She preferred to use her 
everyday connections to the novels (i.e., connections to characters’ experiences) to craft 
her literary interpretations and was less inclined to take up the more authoritative features 
of the discourse as Abraham had. She had trouble negotiating her emotional connections 
to novels (i.e., reflecting on her personal connections with characters) with the more 
detached stance Mr. Campbell asked for (i.e., treating those characters’ experiences as 
something an author had deliberately constructed). As a result, Katarina often slipped in 
and out of the third-person point of view in her essays. She wrestled with the idea that the 
literary analysis essay required this stance and frequently circumvented the discourse 
expectations to satisfy her own goals. Had she been invited to choose among a range of 
rhetorical choices, Katarina may have been able to create a new, personally meaningful 
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way of communicating her interpretations of literature. Despite the constructivist 
instructional practices employed by the teacher in this study, the findings raise questions 
about what it means when teachers ask students to adapt to discourses of power rather 
than provide them the space to adapt the discourse to meet their communicative needs 
(Gebhard & Harman, 2011). This criticality has been theorized to be crucial to providing 
the context for the development of liberatory, meaningful literacy practices (Lea & Street, 
2006). 
Understanding Kianna as one who was making the discourse internally 
persuasive. Kianna spent the school year becoming more and more comfortable with her 
individuality. She appreciated the opportunity to develop her own opinions on literature 
and argue for them in an essay. As such, Kianna did not just want to make a literary 
interpretation that took a point of view on the novel, she wanted to take a point of view 
that no one had thought about before. She adopted the stance of actively merging who she 
was as a writer with what the genre demanded from her, and as such, she was highly 
motivated to take up the features of the discourse. She used minor variations of the 
tools—the how/why sentence frame and unconventional/conventional technique, and she 
adapted the tools to meet her rhetorical goals at different places in her argument (e.g., 
articulation of topic sentence and explanations of evidence). Additionally, she called 
upon other discourses (i.e., a framework from environmental science) to inform her 
literary interpretations.  
The moves Kianna made in her analytical essays echo the claims made by The 
New London Group (1996) that mastery of a genre allows for its transformation. Modern 
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society does not just need those who can parrot the features of a discourse; they need 
people to critique and design them. If instructional contexts gave students “the space and 
support to make and remake themselves” as writers, students may develop more agency 
in completing academic writing tasks (Moje & Lewis, 2007, p. 11). As such, students like 
Kianna should be given the opportunity to access the academic discourses of power but 
also reshape them to meet their communicative needs. 
Implications 
For Theory 
This study supports previous calls (i.e., Freedman, Dyson, Flower, & Chafe, 
1987) for more complex theoretical frameworks around writing. Cognitive theories alone 
(i.e., Flower & Hayes, 1981) were not sufficient to understand how the students in this 
instructional context acquired a new academic discourse, but neither was sociocultural 
theory. Vygotsky (1978; 1986) illuminated the aspects of Mr. Campbell’s instruction that 
were effective, in terms of the ways mediators moved students beyond points of struggle, 
but I had to draw upon Bakhtin (1981) to highlight the tensions different students 
experienced in adopting the authoritative stance required by the discourse. Understanding 
writing development is more complex than what can be represented and understood 
through a single theory. I join the community of scholars (i.e., Freedman, Delp, & 
Crawford, 2005; Hull & Katz, 2006; Lee, 2001) who have drawn upon Vygotsky and 
Bakhtin to better understand the complexities surrounding the academic writing 
development of adolescents. 
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For Research 
Relatedly, this study indicates that future research on writing must take into 
account both the writing instruction and the classroom context, as well as how individual 
students take it up in that context.  
For Instruction 
The outcomes of this study point to the following implications for secondary 
teachers to consider as they teach their students to write essays in a new academic genre: 
1. Use student-grounded frameworks to develop understandings of a new 
discourse. It is important to use student-grounded frameworks to develop 
students’ understandings of a new discourse, like writing analytical essays. 
Research has demonstrated that instructional contexts using student contributions 
as access points for acquiring formal literate practices can have the impact of 
validating and promoting their academic identities (Lee, 1993). As such, teachers 
can nurture students’ developing academic writing identities by honoring and 
leveraging their contributions. 
2. Move students from teacher-guided to student-led inquiry discussions while 
demanding active student participation throughout. Ultimately, for inquiry 
discussions around student writing to work, the students need to participate in the 
bulk of the reacting and responding to writing. Accordingly, teachers in writing 
classrooms could give students ample opportunities to respond to writing. That 
being said, giving over the inquiry to the students, rather than relying on direct 
instruction or modeling, requires more instructional minutes. The teacher has to 
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follow the discussion where students lead him, and that takes more time than 
delivering a tight lecture or modeling the steps in a process. In the current era of 
standardized testing, pressures on teachers to stick to a timeline are significant. As 
such, some teachers might not be able to devote the time needed to let students 
jointly construct understanding in this way. It is important to understand, 
however, that when students engage in more of the inquiry around learning a 
new discourse, they may be more likely to acquire the adaptive, enduring writing 
skills and the independence of mind they need to thrive in post-secondary 
contexts.  
3. Immerse students in a rich, disciplinary context that emphasizes the 
language, knowledge, and values of literary studies. 
4. Provide students the space to reshape the discourse to meet their 
communicative needs. Teachers should provide students the opportunities to 
“design” new, personally meaningful ways of communicating their interpretations 
of literature (i.e., New London Group, 1996). A literary analysis essay is not the 
only genre through which a student can learn to make and support claims that are 
related to literature. Fields (in preparation) demonstrated how one student wrote 
an editorial on a topic that emerged from his observations of reading of 
Fahrenheit 451 (Bradbury, 1953). Teachers could invite students to identify a 
topic or theme from the book they care to write about. Based on the 
interpretations students developed, teachers could encourage the students to select 
a genre that matches their message.   
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APPENDIX A 
 
 
 
 
Writing Surveys  
 
 
 
 
Today’s Date (MM/DD/YYYY): _____/_____/________ 
 
Please complete the following demographic information.  
 
1. What is the month, date, and year of your birth? (MM/DD/YYYY) _____ /_____ 
/_______ 
 
2. I identify my gender as:  
    [] Man  
    [] Woman  
    [] ______________ (fill in the blank)  
 
3. Which of the following best represents your racial or ethnic heritage?  
   [] Non-Hispanic White or Euro-American 
   [] Black, Afro-Caribbean, or African American 
   [] Latino or Hispanic American 
   [] East Asian or Asian American 
   [] South Asian or Indian American 
   [] Middle Eastern or Arab American 
   [] Native American or Alaskan Native 
   [] Other 
 
4. What language(s) do you speak at home? Mark all that apply. 
   [] English 
   [] Spanish 
   [] French 
   [] Portugese 
   [] Mandarin 
   [] Cantonese 
   [] Haitian-Creole 
   [] Arabic 
   [] Other: __________________ 
 
Boston University        Two Silber Way        Boston, MA       02215 
Name:  
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APPENDIX B  
 
Rubric: Literary Analysis Essay 
 
Adapted from Toulmin’s (1958) Model of Argument and PARCC Expanded Scoring 
Rubric for Analytic and Narrative Writing 
 
Construct 
Measured 
 
Score Point 3 
Advanced 
 
 
Score Point 2 
Proficient 
 
Score Point 1 
Developing 
 
Score Point 0 
Inadequate 
Thesis 
Statement 
(Claim) 
 
 
The thesis makes a 
sophisticated, 
arguable claim5 
about the story (i.e., 
answers the question, 
“What do I want to 
prove?”). 
The thesis makes a 
basic, arguable claim 
about the story (i.e., 
answers the 
question, “What do I 
want to prove?”).   
The thesis makes a 
clear, relevant 
observation about the 
story6, but it is basic, 
overly general, and/or 
summarizes the plot.  
The thesis  
reveals a 
misunderstanding 
of the prompt 
and/or text, OR  
is not present.   
Topic 
Sentences 7 
(Sub-Claims) 
The topic sentences 
make sub-claims 
highly supportive of 
the thesis statement.  
The topic sentences 
makes sub-claims 
connected to the 
thesis statement.  
The topic sentences 
contain observations 
connected to the 
thesis statement, but 
the ideas are basic, 
overly general, and/or 
summarize the plot.  
The topic 
sentences  
reveal a 
misunderstanding 
of the prompt 
and/or text, OR  
are not present.  
Evidence 
(Grounds) 
The text provides 
effective support for 
the claims by using 
relevant, text-based 
evidence (i.e., 
answers the question, 
‘What do I have to 
go on?’).  
The text provides 
some support for the 
claim by using text-
based evidence (i.e., 
answers the 
question, ‘What do I 
have to go on?’). 
The text provides 
little support for the 
claim by using 
evidence that is 
overly general or 
loosely connected to 
the claim.  
The text provides 
no support for the 
claim, or the 
support provided 
is irrelevant.  
Explanation 
(Warrants) 
The text offers an 
explicit and 
insightful 
explanation for how 
the evidence 
supports the claim 
(i.e., answers the 
question, “How do I 
get from the 
evidence to the 
claim?”).  
The text offers an 
explicit but basic 
explanation for how 
the evidence 
supports the claim 
(i.e., answers the 
question, “How do I 
get from the 
evidence to the 
claim?”).  
The text offers a 
vague or implicit 
explanation for how 
the evidence supports 
the claim. 
The text offers 
little to no 
explanation for 
how the evidence 
supports the 
claim. 
                                                        
5 To earn a score point 3, the thesis statement must be substantial enough to merit two to three sub-
claims.  
6 To earn a score point 1, the thesis statement must illustrate literal comprehension of the text. 
7 A topic sentence may or may not be in the position of a paragraph’s first sentence.  
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Organi-
zation 
 
 
The text 
demonstrates 
coherence and 
includes a strong 
introduction, 
conclusion, and a 
logical, well-
executed progression 
of ideas (may or may 
not separate into 
distinct paragraphs).  
The text 
demonstrates some 
coherence and 
includes a sufficient 
introduction, 
conclusion, and a 
somewhat logical 
progression of ideas 
(may or may not 
separate into distinct 
paragraphs).  
The text 
demonstrates limited 
coherence with 
missing introduction 
and/or conclusion. 
The writer’s 
progression of ideas 
(may or may not 
separate into distinct 
paragraphs) is 
discernible but not 
obvious.  
The text 
demonstrates little 
coherence with 
missing 
introduction 
and/or conclusion. 
The writer’s 
progression of 
ideas is unclear.  
Voice The text establishes 
and maintains an 
effective style, while 
attending to the 
norms and 
conventions of 
literary analysis 
writing (e.g., third-
person point of view; 
present tense, formal 
diction). The 
response uses precise 
language 
consistently, 
including descriptive 
words and phrases, 
linking and 
transitional words, 
and domain-specific 
vocabulary when 
necessary (i.e., 
literary elements).  
The text establishes 
and maintains a 
mostly effective 
style, while 
attending to the 
norms and 
conventions of 
literary analysis 
writing (e.g., third-
person point of view; 
present tense, formal 
diction). The text 
uses some precise 
language, including 
descriptive words 
and phrases, linking 
and transitional 
words, and/or 
domain-specific 
vocabulary when 
necessary (i.e., 
literary elements).  
The text has a style 
that has limited 
effectiveness, with 
limited awareness of 
the norms of the 
discipline. The 
response includes 
limited descriptions, 
linking or transitional 
words, or domain-
specific vocabulary.  
The student 
response has an 
inappropriate 
style. The student 
writing shows 
little to no 
awareness of the 
norms of the 
discipline. The 
response includes 
little to no precise 
language.  
Conventions The text 
demonstrates 
command of the 
conventions of 
standard English 
consistent with 
effectively edited 
writing. Though 
there may be a few 
minor errors in 
grammar and usage, 
meaning is clear 
throughout the text. 
The text 
demonstrates 
command of the 
conventions of 
standard English 
consistent with 
edited writing. There 
are a few distracting 
errors in grammar 
and usage, but the 
meaning is clear.  
The text 
demonstrates 
inconsistent 
command of the 
conventions of 
standard English. 
There are a few 
patterns of errors in 
grammar and usage 
that may occasionally 
impede 
understanding.   
The text 
demonstrates little 
to no command of 
the conventions of 
standard English. 
There are frequent 
and varied errors 
in grammar and 
usage, 
demonstrating 
little or no control 
over language. 
There are frequent 
distracting errors 
in grammar and 
usage that often 
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impede 
understanding.  
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APPENDIX C 
 
Interview Protocol 1_Students 
 
1. Tell me a little bit about how you decided to attend Hilltop.  
 
2. If you had not applied to Hilltop, what school would you have attended?  
 
3. What is the biggest difference between your previous school (name school) and 
Hilltop?  
 
4.  What kinds of writing did you do at your previous school (name school)? What did 
you learn about writing?  
 
5. What kinds of writing assignments have you done at Hilltop? What have you learned 
about writing?  
 a. Narrative essays  
 b. Descriptive essays  
 c. Analytical essays 
 
6. What are your strengths as a writer?  
 
7.  What are you working on to improve in your writing?  
 
8. Do you like to write? Why or why not?  
 a. What do you like best about writing?  
 b. Least about writing?  
 
9.  Do you do any writing outside of school?  
 a. diaries/journals 
 b. letters 
 c. e-mails 
 d. stories 
 
10. What does someone need to know or be able to do to be a good writer? 
 
11. Do others edit and/or revise your writing?  If so, how does it feel to get feedback on 
your work? Do you use the feedback to make your writing better?   
o you think being able to write well is important? Why or why not?  
 
12. Do you think being able to write well is important in life? Why or why not?  
 
13.  Is there another question you think I should be asking students about writing?  
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APPENDIX D 
 
Interview Protocol 2_Students 
 
1. Last time I had asked you about your decision to come here versus going to (name 
school student would have attended). Are you glad you made the choice to come here? 
Why or why not? 
 
2. I wondered if you had any other insights about the differences between Hilltop and 
your previous school (name school). Elicit feedback from students on my observations of 
patterns.  
  a. Letting students figure out answers 
  b. Coherence between classes and co-curricular activities 
 c. Communication of purpose behind activities (not just what, but why) 
 
3. Tell me about what you’ve learned about analytical writing since we last spoke. (Show 
students essays written thus far and use the following prompts.) 
 a. Thesis 
 What makes a good thesis statement?  
 How do you decide what you’re going to write about in your 
analytical essays?  
 How do your annotations help you write analytical essays? 
 b. Introductory paragraph  
 c. Topic sentences 
 d. Evidence, introducing evidence  
 e. Analysis of evidence 
 f. Concluding paragraph 
 
4.  Last time, you said you were working on (name area to improve) in your writing. How 
is that going? Why do you think improvement in that area is important?   
 
5. Do you like to write? Why or why not?   
 
6.  Do you do any writing outside of school?  
 a. diaries/journals 
 b. letters 
 c. e-mails 
 d. stories 
 
10. What is your first choice for high school? Why? How prepared do you feel to be 
successful there academically and socially?  
 
11. Do you think being able to write well is important in life? Why or why not?  
 
12.  On what topic are you planning to write your advocacy paper?   
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APPENDIX E  
 
Interview Protocol 3_Students 
 
1. Since we last spoke, you have read Catcher in the Rye and Romeo and Juliet and 
written an analytical paragraph on Romeo and Juliet. What have you learned about 
analytical writing since we last spoke?  
a. If I went to your R+J analytical paragraph to read it closely, what 
differences in your writing would I notice?  
 
2. What are your strengths as an analytical writer?  
 
3.  What are you still working on to improve in your analytical writing?  
 
4. What did you learn from writing your advocacy research paper? Did you enjoy writing 
and presenting it?  
 
5. What does someone need to know or be able to do to be a good writer? 
 
6. Do you like writing?  Why or why not?   
 a. What do you like best?  
 b. What do you like least?  
 
7. Do you think being able to write well is important? Why or why not?  
 
8. Are you doing any writing at home outside of school work (e.g., e-mail, letters, lists, 
diary, stories)?  
 
9. Congratulations on your acceptance to (name high school). Do you feel prepared to be 
successful there academically? Socially? How are you feeling about essay writing in high 
school?  
 
10. What motivates you to work hard?  
 
11. How has the Hilltop community affected your progress as a student?  
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APPENDIX F 
 
Dissertation Study: Interview Protocol 1_Teachers 
 
1. Tell me a little bit about how and why you came to teach at Hilltop. Why Hilltop? 
 
2. Why is Hilltop Academy necessary? What are you offering that a charter or regular 
public school does not offer? 
  
3. Tell me about the writing curriculum, how it’s set up, and why it’s set up that way.  
a. Organization of units (genres).  
 b. How is it linked with the Literature class? 
 c. When and why did writing class emerge as separate from Literature? 
 
4. How do you see the writing curriculum complementing the school’s overall mission? 
academic program?  
a. Role the writing program plays in the academic development you envision for 
the students over the course of the 14 months 
b. Role the writing program plays in terms of students’ preparation for high 
school and college contexts 
 
5. How involved are you in the admissions process? Briefly describe the admissions 
process from your perspective.  
a. What academic characteristics do you seek in your candidates? 
b. What social/behavioral characteristics do you seek in your candidates? 
c. Do students have to fall into a particular demographic profile?  
  
6.  Literature teacher only: To the degree you know them right now, I was wondering if 
you could give me a sentence or two describing the academic profile of each student. 
(List students for the teachers)  
 
 
7. In your opinion, what does someone need to know or be able to do to be a good writer? 
 a. skills and strategies 
 b. dispositions and habits of mind 
 
 
8. What progress in writing do you hope your students will make over the course of the 
14 months? 
a. Writing teacher only: Take me through the rubric/checklist and briefly discuss 
your expectations for each category, perhaps highlighting what is easiest/hardest 
for students as they learn them.  
b. Writing teacher only: Take me through each genre and briefly discuss your 
expectations for student development in each.  
 
9. What is your favorite unit to teach? Why?  
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APPENDIX G 
 
Dissertation Study: Interview Protocol for Admin. 
 
Participants: Head of School and Co-Head of School 
Duration: 30–60 minutes 
 
1. Why is Hilltop Academy necessary? What are you offering that a charter or regular 
public school does not offer? 
 a. What is the school’s mission?  
 b. How is that mission enacted?  
 
2. How do you see the reading and writing curriculum complementing the school’s 
overall mission? academic program?  
a. Role the reading/writing program plays in the academic development you 
envision for the students over the course of the 14 months 
b. Role the reading/writing program plays in terms of students’ preparation for 
high school and college contexts 
 
3. Briefly describe the admissions process.  
a. What academic characteristics do you seek in your candidates? 
b. What social/behavioral characteristics do you seek in your candidates? 
c. Do students have to fall into a particular demographic profile?  
  
4.  To the degree you know them right now, I was wondering if you could describe the 
2014–2015 cohort of students.  
(a.  Discuss the academic and behavioral/social profile of each student.) 
b. Are there similarities/differences between this and last year’s cohort?  
 
5. In general, tell me about the academic/behavioral progress you hope these students will 
make over the course of the 14 months?  
 
6. I am going to run down a list of activities/courses/co-curricular experiences you 
provide for the students. I was hoping you could tell me in a few sentences why each is 
offered and what it entails. If I were to observe a handful of these over the course of the 
year, which would you recommend?  
a. Advocacy course 
b. Museum trips 
c. Facing History and Ourselves curriculum 
d. Science class 
e. Math class 
f. Retreats 
g. Orientation 
h. Weekly jogs 
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i. Yoga 
j. Other?  
 
7. What is your favorite part of the Hilltop program? Why?  
 
8. What major challenges do students experience at Hilltop? How do you help them 
navigate those challenges?  
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APPENDIX H 
 
Dissertation Study: Interview Protocol 2_Writing Teacher 
 
1. In general, how do you think this class of students’ writing has progressed so far?  
• You had said to me that students’ writing is not progressing as quickly as other 
classes and that that’s why you had been showing them a lot of exemplars, models 
of previous students’ writing to move them along. Tell me about that decision.  
 
2. Tell me about the specific progress students have made toward your goals for them in 
the narrative/personal, descriptive, literary analysis units. 
a. What has been easiest for the students? 
b. What has been hardest for the students? 
c.  What room for improvement do you see in terms of students’ literary analysis 
writing?  
 
 Somewhere, sometime, use the following for further questions:  
• Thesis/argument or interpretation that’s supported/fleshed out in  body 
paragraphs by showing multiple examples.  
o Definition – makes an argument that’s interesting that someone 
could dispute, could support, “forecast structure.” 
• Segue into quote/support. Providing speaker/context.  
• Going deeper into quote explication. Not “this shows that…” (“short 
 circuits analysis”) 
 
Personal/Narrative Writing 
• Creative 
• Away from formula 
• Amazing stories – communicate those stories powerfully. Take 
 ownership over their lives.  
 
3. Now, more specifically, I was wondering if you could give me a sentence or two 
describing the writing achievement of each student so far. Focus on analytical writing but 
if you want to say something about other genres, feel free. (List students for the writing 
teacher.) 
 
4. In your view, what does someone need to know or be able to do to be a good writer?  
 
• At the symposium, the introductory speaker said that it is important to you to get 
students to think deeply about what they’re writing and choose words precisely. 
Does that ring true for you? Please explain.  
 
5. Observations  
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- I notice you rarely give your own answer or example to questions. Rather, you have 
students attempt the task or challenge and then guide them with questions. Tell me about 
your thinking behind that.  
 
- I notice that during many lessons, you ask the students why (e.g., We need to do a 
works cited page. Can anything think of why this is important? and for a lesson on topic 
sentences. Why are topic sentences important?) Tell me about your thinking behind that.  
 
- You make frequent references to how [one section] are doing compared to [other 
section]; this class compared to last class. Tell me more about that.  
 
- In your speech at the symposium, you said that in your view, the “secret sauce” to 
Hilltop’s success could be a “commitment to being honest.” Can you tell me more about 
that, in terms of your writing class?  
  
  
326
APPENDIX I 
 
Dissertation Study: Interview Protocol 2_English Teacher 
 
1. Student Progress (General)  
In general, how do you think students’ reading has progressed so far? Writing?  
vocabulary knowledge? Grammar knowledge?  
 
2. Student Progress (Specific) Now, more specifically, I was wondering if you could 
give me a sentence or two describing the English achievement of each student so far. 
(List students for the teacher.) 
 
3. Curricular Decisions (Specific - Annotations) I notice you check students’ novels for 
annotations daily. Tell me what you are looking for.  
• Why do you see this as an important part of their daily reading practice?  
• What changes do you hope to see over time? 
 
4. Curricular Decisions (Specific - Discussions) I notice you start discussions with 
“What did you notice in this chapter?” Can you tell me about your thinking behind this 
method? 
• In a summer community meeting, I heard Michael refer to the literature 
discussions as the Harkness Method. Is your approach to novel discussions 
aligned with this method? 
o Describe it for me. 
o Why did you choose this method?  
• I heard Anita say once, “Make sure to start the discussion from the beginning of 
the chapter...don’t skip.” Is this a norm?  
• Like, for example, I noticed some students referencing foreshadowing a lot in the 
novel discussions, irony yesterday. When are/were these terms introduced? Do 
you all talk about literary terms?  
 
5. Curricular Decisions (Specific - Discussions) I notice that if a question comes up that 
students don’t know the answer to (e.g., what’s the time period of The Chosen), you 
rarely give them an answer. Rather, you have students attempt to answer and then guide 
them with questions. Tell me about your thinking behind that. 
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APPENDIX J 
 
Dissertation Study Interview Protocol 3_Writing Teacher  
 
1. What were your goals for the literary analysis unit?  
 a. Did students meet those goals? 
 b. Why or why not?  
 c. How do you know?  
 d. Why is literary analysis writing important for students’ futures?  
 
 Somewhere, some time, use the following to prompt for further information:  
 
• Easiest: Introducing quotes 
• Best: Selecting evidence – quotes line up well with arguments – 
organizing 3 body paragraphs well 
• Hardest: Thesis; still writing thesis statements that are like plot 
summaries. And then in the rest of the paragraphs – they feel like 
they need to tell the story.  
 
2. In general, how do you think students’ writing has progressed since we last spoke? 
You had mentioned to me that you think of students’ progress, not with a class-by-class 
performance, but with the long game in mind. Can you tell me more about that 
perspective? 
 
3. Now, more specifically, I was wondering if you could give me a sentence or two 
describing the writing development in analytical writing of the follow students since we 
last spoke. (List students for the teachers.) 
 
4. What are goals for the research paper unit?  
 a. What has been easiest for the students? 
 b. What has been hardest for the students? 
 c. How do you see this unit serving the students’ long-term goals?  
 
Somewhere, some time: 
- Do you think the students are prepared academically for independent high schools 
they’ll be attending? Socially?  
 
- How did you think students’ application essays turned out? Did they take the risk to 
write something meaningful?  
 
Personal Narrative 
• Easiest: Using language that’s descriptive and specific 
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• Hardest: Taking the chance, the risk of writing something that is meaningful (like 
the alums at the Symposium)/ the piece that privileged kids don’t have to 
overcome.) 
 
- What motivates students to work hard at this point in the year?  
 
- You had said previously that you were trying to be more direct with students with your 
writing instruction (showing more examples of previous students’ essays; providing 
specific feedback; conferencing with students one-on-one). The goal being: students 
making clearer connections between class and their writing.  Is this a practice you have 
continued? Has it been effective?  
 
- Do you consider yourself a writer?  
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APPENDIX K 
 
Dissertation Study Interview Protocol 3_English Teacher  
 
1. You had said that the D.C. trip went really well and that the class bonded. I was 
wondering if you tell me a little more about that.  
 
2.  In general, how do you think students’ reading (comprehension and analysis) has 
progressed since we last spoke? 
 
3. In general, how do you think students’ writing and grammar has progressed since we 
last spoke? 
 Use the following responses from previous interviews to prompt for more 
 information:  
• Short answer quiz writing 
• Tests  
• In the beginning, kids write in fragments or run-ons. Little punctuation 
and capitalization errors.  
• Now, more complete sentences. Still, some fragments and random 
capitalization errors.  
• Grammar: they write syntactically correct now. Sometimes on the quiz, 
they’re time-pressed. Their ability to articulate clearly and precisely an 
answer to a question. Sometimes, they don’t write long enough.  
• Deandre – one little sentence. Can explain verbally.  
 
 
4. Now, more specifically, I was wondering if you could give me a sentence or two 
describing the reading development of the follow students since we last spoke. (List 
students for the teachers.) 
 
Somewhere, sometime:  
 
• In your view, what motivates __________(insert name of student) to work hard? 
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APPENDIX L 
 
Dissertation Study Interview Protocol 4_Writing Teacher  
 
1. You stated that the goals for the research unit were the following: Expose students to 
the process of writing a research paper, finding reliable information and using multiple 
sources to take notes. And then for the paper itself: incorporating that evidence to make a 
convincing argument. You’re able to develop a clear argument where you acknowledge 
the other side.  
a. What sort of progress did the class make towards meeting these goals?   
b. Why or why not?  
 
2. In general, how prepared is this class to be successful in an English classroom at 
independent school?  
 
3. After the symposium on race and class in independent schools, I was struck by Hilltop 
alums’ stories about their interactions with the typical independent school student, and 
how much of an adjustment it was – socially - to attend school with students who were 
primarily white and privileged. And I was curious to hear your thoughts about how 
prepared this class is to be successful socially at independent school?  
 
4. More specifically, I was wondering if you could give me a sentence or two describing 
the academic and social preparedness of the following students. (List students for the 
teacher.) 
 
5. Since we last spoke, the students also finished writing an analytical paragraph on a 
passage from Romeo and Juliet. Was there anything about students’ analytical writing 
that stood out to you in these paragraphs?   
 
6. How would you like to be identified in the paper? Your pseudonym? Your ethnicity? 
“For example, if I were describing myself, I might identify myself as: Ms. Thomas, a 
Caucasian woman in her mid-thirties.” 
 
7. May I get in touch with you if I have lingering questions? Best through e-mail, by 
telephone?  
 
8. Student applications and grade reports 
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APPENDIX M 
 
Dissertation Study Interview Protocol 4_English Teacher  
 
1. In general, how prepared is this class to be successful in an English classroom at 
independent school?  
 
2. In my first interview with you, you spoke about how you had observed that some 
students you taught at independent schools who came from different backgrounds than 
the typical independent school student had a harder time adjusting socially (e.g., 
changing clothes on the bus between the city and the suburbs). And that was one reason 
why you decided to teach at Hilltop—to better prepare students socially for the 
independent school environment. How prepared is this class to be successful socially at 
independent school?  
 
3. More specifically, I was wondering if you could give me a sentence or two describing 
the academic and social preparedness of the following students. (List students for the 
teacher.) 
 
4. How would you like to be identified in the paper? Your pseudonym? Your ethnicity? 
“Ms. Thomas, a Caucasian woman in her mid-thirties.” 
 
5. May I get in touch with you if I have lingering questions? Best through e-mail, by 
telephone?  
 
6. Student applications and grade reports 
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APPENDIX N 
 
Dissertation Study Interview Protocol 5_Writing Teacher  
 
1. I noticed you talk about an expectation that students write insightful, original 
interpretations. Could you tell me more about what you meant by “original”?  
 a. as unconventional?  
 b. as a student’s unique interpretation of the novel?  
 
2. I noticed you push students to consider responding to the questions of “how” and 
“why” in their thesis statements. Could you tell me what you meant by “how” and 
“why”? 
 a. How – as literary technique?  
 b. Why – as theme or meaning?   
 
3. I noticed that after your observations that students need to go deeper with their 
interpretations, you assigned students to compose short, analytical paragraphs on shorter 
texts like the “Birthday Party.” Can you talk to me about why you made that instructional 
decision?  
 a. As practice for close reading and analysis on a smaller level?  
 
4. Also, you didn’t require the use of an outline until the second essay. Can you talk to 
me about that decision?  
 a. It seems that in general, you instruction became more explicit over time. I 
 was wondering how you thought about that. What does it mean for students 
 for the teacher to provide more flexibility and openness with the writing  process 
and then become more explicit over time? 
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APPENDIX O 
 
Dissertation Study Observation Protocol - Creswell (2007)  
 
Date: 
Time:  
Length of class: __________ minutes 
Location: ____________________ 
Participants: ______________ students ___________teacher(s) 
 
Descriptive Notes 
 
Reflective Notes 
                                                               Physical setting: visual 
layout 
 
 
              Reflective 
comments: questions 
to self, observations of 
                                        
nonverbal behavior, 
my interpretations         
Description: participants, activities, participants engaged in 
activities, interactions between participants, quotes.  
 
Reflective comments: 
questions to self, 
observations of 
nonverbal behavior, 
my interpretations         
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